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Introduction to Sixth Edition 


T he present volume has grown out of a course of lectures 
delivered in 1945-7 at the Middle East Centre for Arab 
Studies (then located in Jerusalem) to British students who 
required a general grounding in Middle East history and current 
affairs to assist in fitting them for active careers in that region, 
but not to make them historical specialists. The views expressed 
throughout were not required to conform to any official pro- 
gramme or doctrine; there was no access to unpublished official 
information; and a fortiori the Centre bears no responsibility for 
the new material introduced into the later editions, which has 
been coloured by the author’s subsequent experience at Beirut 
and now at Harvard. 

Chapter VIII was entirely re-written for the Fourth Edition by 
a colleague in the American University of Beirut, Mr. Arthur 
Mills, and has not been retouched except for bringing the oil 
figures up to date. The final chapter has been updated to the 
beginning of i960; included are portions from the author’s 
article ‘The Middle Eastern Scene’, which appeared in The Year 
Book of World Affairs , i960 (reprinted here by permission of the 
London Institute of World Affairs). There are three appendices 
on topics which have called for recent reconsideration of views 
expressed in the body of the work; and a number of important 
additions have been made to the List of Authorities, especially 
with regard to the final chapter. 
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2. THE MIDDLE EAST IN THE SEVENTH CENTURY 





CHAPTER I 


A.D. 600 — The Middle East in Disintegration 

T he position that the Middle East occupies in history is 
a unique one. It was there in all probability that Man, 
having lived for perhaps one million years in complete 
dependence on the wild vegetable and animal foods that he could 
acquire by gathering and hunting, learnt by laborious trial and 
error some 8,000 or so years ago to cultivate food-plants and to 
domesticate certain useful animals, and so for the first time became 
capable of advancing to a higher civilization. From between three 
and two thousand years ago, as that higher civilization in the 
Middle East attained its peak, almost simultaneously in Hellas and 
Judaea a few men became aware of the moral problem of history, 
of the gulf that separates human aspiration from human attain- 
ment. The Hebrew prophets warned of God’s judgement on a 
disobedient People; Plato taught that we are citizens of two worlds 
at once, and our only real progress that of the spirit, ex umbris et 
imaginihus in veritatem. In Christianity these two strains were 
fused, in that doctrine of the Word made flesh that flesh might 
be redeemed. In so far as our civilization still recognizes its 
spiritual roots, therefore, it cannot ignore the Middle Eastern soil 
in which they grew. 

Man’s great step forward from food-gathering to agriculture, 
his Response to a great Challenge 1 presented by fundamental 
changes in his natural environment, has been well set forth by 
archaeologists in the last thirty years. So many learned and bril- 
liant books have been written about the Greek genius, and about 
the origins and growth of our Christian Faith, that one would be 
perplexed where to advise the enquiring reader to turn first for 
enlightenment on these subjects. On the Silver Age of the Middle 
East also, the age of the Islamic or so-called Arab Civilization, 
there are numerous scholarly works. 

1 cf. A. J. Toynbee, A Study of History , one vol. abridgement, part II, 
especially 68 ff. 



4 


A Short History of the Middle East 

There are also first-class studies of various aspects of the con- 
temporary or nearly-contemporary Middle East; but there is a 
dearth of general works that attempt to connect the contemporary 
and the medieval scenes, 1 although their interrelation is stimu- 
lating to the historical imagination. Here is manifest the irony 
of history — as when the varied fecundity of the medieval Islamic 
civilization petrified after c. a.d, 1300, just when Western 
civilization was entering on a new phase of experimentation that 
has persisted to the present day; or when the reawakening of the 
Middle East by nineteenth-century Western modes of thought 
and techniques has led to new estrangement and explosion in our 
own day — so that we are vividly made aware that history is no 
orderly progress, no end in itself, but rather the vehicle through 
which the Judgement that is beyond history manifests itself. 

★ * ★ 

Climatic changes covering thousands of years, which may be 
summarized in popular language as the recession of the last Ice 
Age, had by about 6000 b.c. reduced large tracts of the Middle 
East to the virtually rainless and desert conditions which still 
obtain in the Sahara, lying athwart Africa with a depth of 1000 
miles from north to south, and its extension, the Arabian Desert. 
To the north of this sterile belt, the mountain-ranges of Syria, 
Anatolia, and Persia receive an adequate winter rainfall from the 
Mediterranean; and this relatively well-watered region is flanked 
to west and east by the basins of two great river-systems, the Nile 
and the Euphrates-Tigris, to form a Fertile Crescent which was 
in all probability the home of the original Agricultural Civiliza- 
tion to which reference has been made above. 2 

The state of society in the Middle East in a.d. 600 was still the 
direct outcome of the expansion and development of this Agricul- 
tural Civilization. Agriculture had naturally not been possible in 
the vast desert regions, except in small oases isolated from one 
another, where subterranean water could be tapped by wells; but 
in the marginal steppe-lands one of the arts of this civilization, the 

1 Si , nc * * he first Panting of this book, the English translation of Carl Brockel- 
mann s History of the Islamic Peoples has appeared (New York, 1947; London. 
1949). f 

*£ or * stupiy of the historical process, see Henri Frankfort, The Birth of 
Civilization in the Near East , pp. 34-40. 
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taming of useful animals, had enabled man to gain a precarious 
footing and win a hard livelihood as nomad Bedouin with their 
herds of sheep and goats and camels. The more favoured lands 
produced abundant grain and fruits for consumption and export, 
while in the towns secondary manufactures were worked up, and 
there was eventually a lively commerce in luxury goods between 
India and the Mediterranean, and in objects of less value over 
shorter distances. The distribution of the products of labour was, 
however, so far from equitable that it had become a brake on 
material inventiveness and economic enterprise. "While the pre- 
carious little communities of men in a ‘food-gathering’ state, 
before the discovery of agriculture, had probably practised a 
primitive communism of goods as the only way of ensuring their 
group-survival, the growth of the Agricultural Civilization with 
its rapid development of new techniques had (like the Industrial 
Revolution of the nineteenth century) temporarily caused the 
supply and variety of goods to outstrip the increase of population; 
and it was probably with general approval that those sections of 
the population deemed most instrumental in bringing about or 
maintaining this new abundance had acquired an unequal share 
of the goods. These privileged sections were the priesthoods, 
originally the repositories and guardians of the traditional science 
and other learning of each community, and the military leaders 
who protected the community’s goods against the depredations 
of uncivilized raiders from the wastes or struggled with jealous 
neighbours over some debatable right. On successively lower 
levels came the small class of public servants, the merchants, the 
artisans, and, on the lowest level of all, the cultivators, close to 
the soil and scarcely reached by the higher material and intellectual 
gifts of successive periods of civilization. Such is the force of 
tradition that the individual’s place in one of these social and 
occupational classes was generally determined by his parenthood 
and upbringing, though the Middle East never knew the rigidity 
of the Hindu caste-system and it was always possible for an 
exceptional man to improve his station. 

Since a large section of the population, the artisans and peasants, 
received so small a share of manufactured goods, there was little 
incentive to expand their production, beyond the limit of what 
was consumed by the small privileged classes or exported, by the 
harnessing of power other than that supplied by human or 
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animal effort. Consequently, although the motive power of 
steam had become known as a scientific curiosity, it was not 
applied to industry or transport, and both were restricted to the 
tempo furnished by muscular power. Thus circumscribed, 
technical inventiveness, which had been lively in the earlier stages 
of the Agricultural Civilization, had slackened, and the rate of 
material progress had tended to slow down. 

In the realm of ideas, however, there was still plenty of activity 
on various planes. Politics had grown out of economic needs, a 
community’s quest for materials not present in its own area, or the 
defence of its goods against a predatory neighbour. From this 
beginning war-leaders-become-kings had sought to bring ever 
larger areas under their domination in the will-o’-the-wisp pur- 
suit of economic self-sufficiency or complete security. Successive 
empires had crossed the stage of history — Egyptians, Hittites, 
Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Alexander the Great and his 
generals, the Roman Empire — each uniting an ever larger area 
under their domination, but finding it continuously difficult to 
maintain that unity in view of local separatisms and the slowness of 
communications. While the earlier of these warlike peoples had 
done little more than impose their tax-collectors and impart some 
elements of their civilization to the conquered peoples, the unifica- 
tion that ensued under the later ones had gone deeper. The Persian 
Empire had a common coinage and a common everyday language 
of commerce: in the Hellenistic kingdoms that followed Alex- 
ander the Great’s conquests in Egypt and Western Asia the Greek 
language and the elements of Greek intellectual civilization had 
spread over the urban middle-classes, and commerce extended 
almost to the limits of the Old World; and this process had been 
confirmed and intensified by the Roman Empire, which was the 
lineal heir of the Hellenistic civilization. 

Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that the peoples of the Roman 
Empire enjoyed greater security and a higher general level of 
material, social, and intellectual civilization than had ever been 
known before, there were millions of peoples who were unhappy 
and dissatisfied and saw no prospect of improving their lot in 
existing circumstances, or who felt more profoundly that con- 
tentment did not lie in the acquisition of material goods. Many of 
these had, through captivity in war or through commerce, been dis- 
placed from their homes and flung together to form a proletariat 
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of the great cities — Rome, Alexandria, Antioch— where their var- 
ious traditions of thought and belief were fused in a cosmopolitan 
crucible, with the added flux of Greek philosophical speculation. 
Displacement from one’s home meant losing contact with that 
normal type of religious cult that had fixed local associations, 
and had caused lonely men to turn for comfort and hope to the 
unlocalized mystery-religions that had found favour throughout 
the Mediterranean, offering in this world communion with the 
divine and the hope of a blessed hereafter. 

One originally localized cult, that of the Hebrew god Yahweh, 
had itself suffered displacement when the Jewish people were 
taken away into exile. It had already acquired moral and spiritual 
overtones of exceptional richness through the teaching of prophets 
in protest against religious laxity or social injustice; and in the 
humiliation of the Exile it had survived only by its enlargement 
from being the national cult of a small people into a religion with a 
universal message in the teaching of the Second Isaiah. But the 
Return from the exile, giving the Yahweh-cult once more a local 
habitation in Jerusalem, had reversed this spiritual expansion, and 
the Jewish religion had become bound in those fetters of national 
exclusiveness and legalistic minutiae from which it has never 
escaped. Individuals had however broken loose from time to time; 
and in His human aspect the Founder of Christianity had met the 
fate of such a rebel against Jewish authority. St. Paul, a Jew of 
Greek education, and others had propagated their Master’s Gospel 
of Love among the cities of the Levant; and when the Graeco- 
Roman classicism had begun to stagnate, much of the intellectual 
vigour of the age had been transferred into the evolving, pain- 
fully and (to human eye) empirically, of the catholic Trinitarian 
theology. When in a.d. 313, after two generations of military 
anarchy had brought the Roman Empire near to economic and 
political ruin, the emperor Constantine had sought some institu- 
tion to take into partnership for the restoration of order and the 
preservation of civilization, he had found it in the Christian 
Church which, though still a minority in the Empire as a whole, 
had withstood the shock of the ‘Time of Troubles’ and gained 
adherents despite intermittent persecution, and now had no rival. 
Constantine’s recognition of Christianity as the official religion 
of the Roman Empire, and the close association of Church and 
State in the highly institutional type of government that fol- 
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lowed, had caused Christianity to spread rapidly throughout the 
setded lands of the Empire until only scattered pockets of pagan- 
ism were left there, and it also spread beyond the Roman frontiers 
along the routes of commerce. 

Nevertheless, the temporal triumph of Christianity had not 
brought the majority of men spiritual freedom or fundamentally 
altered the springs of their conduct. The Church had become 
bound to the state-machine which, faced with the task of 
salvaging as much as possible from the third-century anarchy 
which had destroyed the middle-class liberalism of the self- 
governing cities of the earlier Roman Empire, had been forced 
to truss up the shattered body-politic in a harness of compulsory 
enactments that, while it averted total collapse, hindered free 
economic and social development and imposed a constant 
burden of heavy taxation. The unity conferred by the Greek 
language and culture and by the Christian religion was more- 
over only partial, since the former did not effectively descend 
beyond the urban middle-classes and barely reached the artisans or 
the large rural population who maintained their local languages 
and customs ; and Christianity had come to these multitudes in 
translations from its original Greek, and through the mouths of 
men of their own stock, so that the masses without Greek culture 
were not brought by Christianity very much closer to one 
another. National particularism and the general resentment for 
the heavy-handed, exacting, and corrupt bureaucracy through 
which they were ruled from Constantinople, having no out- 
let in politics, found expression in the dogmatic disputes to 
which the Christian Church had become a prey when men 
had brought the keen edge of Greek philosophical reasoning 
to bear upon the difficult concept of the Triune Godhead. 
In the Levant early in the fifth century a dispute between the 
theologians, concerning the relative degrees to which our Lord’s 
Nature during His life on earth had been divine or human, was 
taken up by the fanatical Egyptian monks and the ignorant popu- 
lace of Alexandria, who made of the Monophysite doctrine of the 
One Divine Nature a rallying-cry against Greek reasoning and 
thought. A Council of the entire Church, held at Chalcedon 
in A.D. 451, adopted a compromise formula which neither 
emphasized the Humanity of Christ on earth to the extent 
favoured by the followers of the patriarch Nestorius, nor 
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subordinated it to His Divinity as totally as did the extreme 
Monophy sites. The result was a violent Monophysite re- 
action: the Patriarch of Alexandria was murdered on Good 
Friday in his own cathedral and his body dragged through 
the streets by the mob. Despite harsh attempts by the imperial 
government to repress the secession, the movement spread through 
that majority of the population of Egypt and Syria that had never 
effectively been reached by Greek civilization, and they broke 
away to form two national churches, the Coptic Church of 
Egypt and the Syrian or Jacobite Church, using in their respective 
liturgies, in place of the Greek which was the cultivated language 
of the Eastern Mediterranean and the language of the Church 
throughout that region, their native Coptic (the contemporary 
form of Ancient Egyptian) and Syriac. 1 2 

Thus in the civilization of the Middle East at the beginning 
of the seventh century a.d. it was difficult to find a single unifying 
factor. Two great military empires, the Later Roman or Byzan- 
tine and the Persian, had contended for centuries for mastery over 
the region, the Byzantines holding the Levant lands but failing to 
make a lasting conquest of Mesopotamia, while during the sixth 
century the Persians had made several serious inroads into Syria, 
once destroying its capital of Antioch and in 614 capturing 
Jerusalem and burning its churches. Despite these wars, commerce 
and industry were far from inactive. There was a sufficient surplus 
of wealth to make possible the founding of many new churches, 
especially in the reign of Justinian (527-65), to whom we owe the 
rebuilding of Constantine’s Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem, 
as well as Hagia Sophia at Constantinople. The towns, of which 
Jerash in Transjordan and Palmyra are the best extant examples, 
together with many lesser sites in Syria, presented a picture of busy 
life, though the archaeologist, looking below the surface, finds 
much of the apparent opulence to have been Ersatz.- While landed 

1 These churches, together with the followers of Nestorius, have survived to 
the present day among those Oriental churches which are little known in 
Western Europe; the Copts, despite thirteen centuries of Muslim rule, still 
number over a million adherents in Egypt, and the national Church of Ethiopia 
also derives from them; the Syrian Church has 150-200,000 followers in North 
Mesopotamia, Syria, and Southern India; the Nestorians, after evangelizing a 
large part of Central Asia during the Middle Ages, have shrunk to the few^core 
thousands of homeless ‘Assyrians*. 

2 Lankester Harding, Official Guide to Jerash (Transjordan Dept, of Anti- 
quities, 1944), 8. 
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proprietors, the wealthy religious houses, and merchants pros- 
pered, the urban and rural masses were oppressed by heavy taxa- 
tion and corrupt officials, and had no sense of loyalty to the regime. 
The Christian Church, in becoming an established institution, had 
itself become as stratified as official society; and while the monas- 
teries did a valuable service for posterity in keeping alive some part 
of the tradition of Greek science and scholarship that would other- 
wise have been irreparably lost, there was no longer that sense of 
brotherhood in the Church which had characterized primitive 
Christianity as it was to characterize primitive Islam. Moreover 
the Church had ceased to be universal and undivided; but the 
nationalism betokened by the breaking away of the Monophysite 
churches was manifested only in opposition to the centralizing 
and Hellenizing tendency of the bureaucracy and the oecumenical 
church, it did not make a positive patriotic appeal to their ad- 
herents: there was nothing that could be called an Egyptian or 
Syrian nation, only a congeries of individuals at the mercy of any 
determined external force. Successive emperors after the Council 
of Chalcedon were fully aware of the political danger to the 
Empire of the estrangement of the Levant provinces, and sought to 
reclaim them by doctrinal concessions to the Monophysites: but 
the latter were hard bargainers, and the emperors’ freedom of 
negotiation was restricted by the watchfulness of the Popes who, 
while less concerned in Rome than the emperors in Constantinople 
with the political exigencies of the Levant, were insistent that 
orthodoxy should not be imperilled by excessive indulgence of the 
Monophysite heresy; and for thirty years they broke off relations 
with an over-accommodating emperor. The Monophysites for 
their part were not disposed to compromise with the hated Greeks, 
and periodically imperial conciliation was replaced by savage per- 
secution. Thus the breach with the Levant provinces was never 
bridged, and they were ripe to fall to any invader who would 
offer them greater freedom from imperial interference . 1 

1 cf. Steven Runciman: History of the Crusades , Vol. I, ch. i. 
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The Rise and Decline of the Muslim Civilization 

(610-1517) 

T he arid climate of the Arabian Peninsula had caused its 
level of civilization to remain well below that reached in the 
Fertile Crescent, except for the Yemen with its monsoon 
rains, where the legend of the Queen of Sheba and archaeological 
evidence combine to indicate a more advanced culture founded on 
the profits of seafaring in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. The 
greater part of the Peninsula, however, was suitable only for the 
nomad tribes whose livelihood depended on the rearing of camels 
and small catde, and whose characteristic social trait was the raiding 
of other tribes for plunder, for prestige, and in the pursuit of 
traditional feuds, and the celebration of these raids in heroic lays 
handed down from generation to generation. Such nomads, 
speaking a family of languages that has been termed Semitic, had 
from the beginnings of die Agricultural Civilization pressed upon 
the inner margins of the Fertile Crescent and at intervals broken 
in to pillage the cultivated lands and sometimes setded there. It was 
one such wave of invaders that brought the Hebrews into Palestine 
soon after 1400 b.c. Later, Arabic-speaking peoples had begun to 
appear in North Arabia, among the first of them the Naba- 
taeans who from about 300 B.c. were setded in Southern Trans- 
jordan round their stronghold of Petra, and lived by agriculture 
based on highly-developed water-conservation and by the tolls 
they exacted from the profitable trade in incense and other luxuries 
that came up by caravan through their territories on their way from 
Southern Arabia to the Mediterranean coast and Syria. Early in the 
Christian era other Arab tribes had succeeded them, and in the 
sixth century the Beni Ghassan were enlisted by the Byzantine 
Emperors to protect the desert borders of Syria and Transjordan 
against the Persians and their Arab allies. 

The land-route from Southern Arabia up through Western 
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Arabia to the Mediterranean remained commercially important 
after the decline of Petra; and among the goods which the Fertile 
Crescent exported in return were the elements of its higher civiliza- 
tions, Christianity and Judaism: colonies of adherents of these 
faiths lived in the towns along this route, side-by-side with the 
Arabs who worshipped the manifold forces of nature through the 
medium of idols. The principal town in the sixth century a.d. was 
Mecca, where the road to the Mediterranean branched from 
another leading to Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf; it had an 
important pagan cult centring round a meteoric Black Stone built 
into a sanctuary called the Ka’ba; and it was in this environment, 
culturally oudandish but impregnated by its commercial contacts 
with the higher civilization of the Fertile Crescent, that the Prophet 
Mohammed was bom in 570. 

When he began to undergo his religious experience about 
A.D. 610, he could have had no adequate first-hand knowledge of 
the Jewish or Christian scriptures, which had not been translated 
into Arabic while he knew no other language; but he had oppor- 
tunities for conversations with Jews and Christians both on his 
caravan-journeys and in Mecca itself; and his religious experience, 
which took the form of an uncompromising monotheism in oppo- 
sition to the polytheistic idol-worship of Mecca, was affected to a 
considerable degree by indirecdy-acquired and imperfect notions 
of these two developed religions. At the time a dissatisfaction with 
the traditional polytheism was evidently stirring in the minds of 
other Arab thinkers, whose personalities have been obscured for 
posterity by the triumphant Muslim tradition. 1 

At the early stage of his ministry Mohammed evidendy did not 
regard himself as the founder of a new religion, but merely as one 
whose mission it was to warn his fellow-townsmen of the im- 
pending Judgement Day revealed to Christians and Jews in their 
scriptures. Though his preaching made no great headway, it 
aroused the opposition of the leading merchant-tribe of Mecca, 
the Quraish (to a somewhat unimportant family of which 
Mohammed himself belonged): not only had he attacked their 
traditional beliefs, but he threatened the commercial profits which 
the town derived from the annual pilgrimage (hajj) which the in- 
habitants of the surrounding country paid to die Ka’ba. The 
menaces of the Quraish eventually constrained Mohammed to 

1 cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam } arts. Hanif and Musailima. 
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seek another home; and after receiving overtures from merchants 
of Madina (then called Yathrib), some 200 miles to the north of 
Mecca, where the presence of a substantial minority of the Jewish 
faith offered a more sympathetic milieu than conservative Mecca, 
he followed his three hundred adherents thither in a.d. 622. From 
this Flight (Hijra) the Muslim world dates the beginning of its era. 

It was now that Mohammed first found it necessary to act as 
lawgiver for his little community of refugees from Mecca (Muha- 
jirun), and for the converts that he made among the people of 
Madina (Ansar). He had hoped to receive cordial support from 
the Jewish community in Madina, since he regarded himself as the 
successor of the major Hebrew prophets, notably Abraham, and 
he adopted some Jewish forms of worship, including especially that 
of facing Jerusalem when at prayer. But it soon became obvious 
that the Jews of Madina had no use for this new revelation, and 
they ridiculed his misunderstanding of various Old Testament 
narratives and Jewish rituals. He retaliated by denouncing them as 
concealing or falisfying parts of the divine revelation given to 
them; and since he had already begun to regard current Christian 
doctrine as a perversion of the original teaching ofjesus, in so far as 
he had any clear idea of either of these two things, he underwent a 
sharp revulsion from the two religions which had hitherto inspired 
him, and instead proclaimed the true and uncorrupted revelation 
of God to himself as the ‘seal of the prophets’; this revelation he 
termed Islam, resignation to the will of God. Reverting to his 
Meccan traditions, he transferred the direction of prayer to the 
Ka’ba and proclaimed the Hajj one of the obligations of the Mus- 
lim faith. He revived or invented a tradition that the Ka’ba and the 
rites connected with it, though since corrupted by polytheism and 
idol-worship, had been founded by none other than Abraham and 
his son Ishmael, the ancestor of the Arabs. It was his mission to 
restore this cult in its original purity. 

From this time onwards it appears that Mohammed experienced 
little in the way of spiritual exaltation, and that the rest ofhis career 
was devoted to the more mundane tasks of regulating the public 
and private conduct ofhis devoted Muslim followers at Madina, 
and of asserting his supreme authority over the townsmen of 
Mecca who had rejected him. Faced by this striking change in the 
motivation of the Prophet’s teaching, some European writers 1 

1 Summarized by Tor Andrae: Mohammed , the Man and his Faith , ch, VII. 
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have in the past declared that he was never anything more than an 
ambitious politician who insincerely professed a new religion as a 
vehicle for attaining political power. But this cynical interpreta- 
tion will not bear analysis: there are too many hazards in the 
preaching of a new religion to commend it to the politically am- 
bitious. Mohammed himself had to endure twelve years of neg- 
lect, derision, and growing hostility before he attained political 
authority over the small band who followed him into exile. It is far 
more reasonable to suppose that his original religious experience 
was entirely genuine, but that when the call came to undertake the 
governance of the Muslim community at Madina, it opened up or 
confirmed in him a rich vein of practical authority which from 
now on superseded his spiritual powers. ‘Had not God laid upon 
him the duty of conveying the revelation of God’s truth to his 
fellow-men, and would he not be executing this duty if he em- 
braced this heaven-sent opportunity of providing the new reli- 
gion, whose path had been obstructed for ten years by human 
force-majeure, with a human political vehicle without which, as 
personal experience showed, Islam could make no further practical 
progress?’ 1 

He now proclaimed a holy war (jihad) against the people of 
Mecca who had rejected his teaching and driven him out, and in- 
duced some of his followers to attack a Meccan caravan during the 
truce of a holy month. This was the prelude to a series of minor 
skirmishes with the Meccans (622-28), in most of which the Mus- 
lims gained the upper hand. During this period he expelled two of 
the Jewish tribes from Madina, and had the third tribe massacred 
on suspicion of treasonable correspondence with his enemies in 
Mecca. By this time an increasing number in Mecca had grown 
tired of the desultory warfare which interfered with the caravan- 
trade and was prepared to compromise with Mohammed, especi- 
ally now that he had incorporated tiie Pilgrimage into the Muslim 
ritual. In 628 they agreed by the Pact of Hudaibiya to allow him to 
make the Pilgrimage in the following year, on which occasion some 
of the leading personalities of Mecca embraced the new faith. In 
630 he advanced upon Mecca at the head of his armed forces and, 
meeting with resistance only from a few irreconcilables, received 

1 A. J. Toynbee: A Study of History, iii, 466 ff., and cf. Gibb: Mohammedanism, 
p. 129. For a comparable defence of the institutionalizing of the Christian 
Church after Constantine the Great, see Dr. J. W. Wand, former Bishop of Lon- 
don: The Spirit of Church History (1947), pp. 53-4. 
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the submission to Islam of almost all the townspeople, and des- 
troyed all the idols in and around Mecca. His triumph was com- 
plete, and the small Jewish and Christian communities of the 
Hijaz, and Arabs from as far away as Bahrein, Oman, and Southern 
Arabia recognized him as their overlord. 1 

His sudden death in 632 left the Muslim community in con- 
fusion, since he left no son and had not designated a successor. 
The very real danger of a breach between the diverse sections of 
the community was averted by the selection of the venerable and 
respected Abu Bakr as Khalifa (successor, hence our ‘caliph’) of 
Mohammed in his secular capacity as ruler and lawgiver only, but 
not in his spiritual role as prophet. In Abu Bakr’s short reign of two 
years the whole of Arabia was brought under the dominion of 
Islam. Already in the lifetime of the Prophet the Muslim bands 
had essayed a raid across the borders of the Byzantine Empire into 
Southern Transjordan, but had met with a serious reverse. Now 
however, under the second elected caliph ’Umar able commanders 
led large raiding-parties into Palestine, Syria, Iraq, and Egypt, and 
met with astonishingly little effective resistance. What began as 
raids for booty after the customary Arab fashion thus developed 
imperceptibly into campaigns of permanent conquest. Muslim 
historians attribute the great successes of their ancestors to the 
inspiration of Islam but though it cannot be denied that the new 
religion played an important part in providing a social bond which 
held together for the time the fickle loyalties of the tribes, the main 
factor in the Arab conquests was the feebleness of the forces that 
opposed them. The Byzantine and Persian Empires were both ex- 
hausted by a generation of warfare; the Semitic majority of the 
inhabitants of Syria, Palestine, and Mesopotamia were more 
nearly akin to the Arabs, in race and sympathies, than to their 
Byzantine and Persian rulers, from whom they were further 
estranged by generations of excessive taxation and bureaucratic 
misrule; the Bani Ghassan, who should have taken the first shock 
of the invasion of the Byzantine Empire, had been alienated be- 
cause the Emperor Herachus, his treasury emptied by his victorious 
Persian expedition, had in 629 stopped his annual subsidy to them; 

1 The Muslim tradition that the whole of Arabia was converted in the Pro- 
phet’s lifetime, and that he addressed to the rulers of the great Empires to the 
North demands that they also should accept Islam, is probably fabulous. 
Effectively, his political control* did not extend beyond the Hijaz, (Fr. Buhl, in 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Art. Muhammad, 653 ff.) 
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in Egypt the Patriarch of Alexandria had attempted to impose 
a doctrinal compromise on the Monophysite Copts by force, 
and in his complementary role of civil governor had been 
ruthless in the collection of taxes, with the result that the Coptic 
Bishop of Alexandria ordered his coreligionaries not to resist the 
Arabs. The only effective resistance to them came therefore from 
such centres of Greek civilization as Alexandria, Caesarea, and 
Jerusalem; and by 660, one generation after Mohammed’s death, 
his green banner was flying over an empire which extended from 
Persia in the east, through the Fertile Crescent, Egypt, and Libya, 
to Tunisia in the west. Of these the only country to offer a deter- 
mined resistance was Persia, which had been the seat of an empire 
with a thousand-year-old tradition of proud domination. It is this 
period of conquering puritanism, of the very essence of Islam, and 
not the great' age of cosmopolitan culture that was to follow, which 
Muslims themselves have always regarded as their Golden Age, 
the age of the rightly-guided (Rashidun) caliphs. 1 

The task of improvising an administrative system for the vast 
Arab empire was taken up in the main by the second caliph ’Umar. 
Authority in the provinces was placed in the hands of the Arab 
military commanders who had conquered them. Arab garrisons 
were established in newly-created cantonments in each of the con- 
quered countries, of which Fustat, by Old Cairo, and Basra in 
Lower Iraq, are examples. In order to maintain their separate 
identity from the conquered peoples the Arabs were not at first 
allowed to acquire land outside Arabia. Civil administration was 
left in the hands in which the Arab conquerors found it — Christians 
of Greek education in the lands of the Roman Empire, and non- 
Muslims of Persian education in the lands of the former Persian 
Empire. It is doubtful whether Arabs, in the stricter racial sense, 
have ever acquired any taste, or much aptitude, for such prosaic 
occupations. 

For the Muslim conquerors themselves the Qur’an, the com- 
pilation of the divine revelations received by Mohammed through- 
out his ministry, provided the rudiments of a civil and criminal 
code of laws, as enunciated by him in the ten years in which he 
governed the Muslim community at Madina. This was supple- 
mented where necessary by reference to what his Companions 
could remember of his day-to-day habits, his Sunna or custom; 

1 Christopher Dawson, op. cit., 143. 
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and the constant necessity for such supplementation gave rise in 
succeeding decades to the production, first orally and later in 
writing, of many scores of thousands of Traditions of the Prophet’s 
conduct, each enshrining some legal or ritual principle. Many of 
these Traditions were fictitious, but the fiction was an innocent 
device whereby religious sanction could be obtained for some 
necessary piece of legislation, generally borrowed at this early 
stage from the customary law of Madina. 1 

It was also necessary, however, for the new Arab rulers to regu- 
late the legal position of the millions of their non-Muslim subjects, 
who represented the overwhelming majority of the population of 
the Empire. 2 In this ’Umar followed the example ofMohammed, 
who had left undisturbed the Christian and Jewish communities of 
the northern Hijaz whom he brought under his sway, on condition 
of the payment of an annual tribute. ’Umar extended this usage to 
all the Christian and Jewish inhabitants of the Empire and to the 
Zoroastrians of Persia; and these subjects thus became known as 
the Aid. adh-Dhimma or people of the covenant’. Fax from there 
being any idea of compulsorily converting them to Islam, their role 
was to provide revenues for the Arab ruling-race by the payment 
of taxation, which apparently was at first lighter than that of the 
Byzantine Empire; and since Muslims were exempt from such 
taxation, the conversion of non-Muslims was actually discouraged, 
as it would have lessened the number of taxpayers. Since moreover 
the Muslim law (the Shari’ a) was not applicable to the non-Muslim 
majority, they were left under the jurisdiction of the civil code 
which had obtained before the Conquest, such jurisdiction being 
now placed in the hands of their own religious dignitaries. This 
was the origin of the system of self-administering religious com- 
munities or millets which was to prevail throughout Islam until the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire, and still survives for the purposes 
of civil law in that majority of Middle Eastern countries which 
have not yet undergone a thorough secularization. 3 

1 For the compilation of fictitious documents by the early Christian Church 
with similarly innocent motives, cf. C.De lisle Bums. The First Europe (London, 
1947), 354f. 

a It is hardly necessary in these days to remark that the traditional Christian 
account, that the Muslim conquerors gave the conquered Christians and Jews 
the choice only of conversion to Islam or death by the sword, is totally erroneous. 

3 The institution had indeed already been foreshadowed in the dealings of the 
Hellenistic monarchies and the Roman Empire with the Oriental temple- 
communities under the authority of local priesthoods. In Alexandria under the 
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In spite of these statesmanlike foundations laid for the Empire by 
’Umar, it was not destined to enjoy a long period of peaceful con- 
solidation. After the murder of ’Umar by a discontented slave 
after a reign of ten years, the caliphate passed by election among 
the Muslims to the elderly and ineffectual ’Uthman, a member of 
the aristocratic House of Umayya, a section of the Quraish tribe of 
Mecca which had been one of the last to accept conversion to 
Islam. Under ’Uthman his Umayyad kinsmen acquired most of 
the leading positions in the Empire, and aroused the active jealousy 
of the .earlier converts, the Muhajirun and the Ansar. ’Uthman was 
murdered in 655, and the caliphate passed by election to Ali, who 
as cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet was his male next-of-kin, 
but had been passed over in the previous three elections. Nor did 
he now show that the doubts of the Muslims concerning his fitness 
to govern had been misplaced. ‘Ali had almost every virtue except 
those of the ruler: energy, decision, and foresight. He was a gallant 

warrior, a wise counsellor, a true friend, and a generous foe but 

he had no talent for the stern realities of statecraft, and was out- 
matched by unscrupulous rivals who knew that “war is a game of 
deceit” ’. 1 When his attempt to remove the Umayyad governors 
appointed by ’Uthman was resisted by a show of force by Mu’~ 
awiya, the able Umayyad governor of Syria, Ali weakly agreed to 
submit the matter to arbitration. This brought upon him in Iraq, a 
strategic centre of the Empire to which he had removed his seat of 
government from too-remote Madina, the revolt of a group of 
Arab conservatives, who insisted that he had no right to submit the 
caliphate to arbitration, as it had been conferred upon him by the 
God-guided judgement of the whole body of the Faithful. One of 
this group, the Khawarij or Seceders, 2 murdered Ali in 661, after 
the arbitrators had awarded the caliphate to Mu’awiya, no doubt 
on the grounds of his greater fitness to govern. 

Mu’awiya ruled for some twenty years, and for seventy years 
more the caliphate remained hereditary in the House of Umayya, 
thus bringing to an end the original elective caliphate and replacing 
it by a hereditary monarchy of the traditional oriental kind. Syria, 

Ptolemies the Greek civil law applied only to the Greek community and to 
Hellenized Egyptians; the large Jewish community and the non-Hellenized 
Egyptians remained subject to their traditional civil law administered by their 
own priesthoods. 

1 Nicholson, op. cit., 191. 

2 In the singular, Kharij. The movement survives to this day as the Ibadi 
sect of Oman and Zanzibar, and some scattered communities in North Africa. 
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the seat ofMu’awiya’s power before his elevation to the caliphate, 
now became the centre of gravity of the Empire, and Damascus its 
capital. 

Under the Umayyads the military extension of the Arab Empire 
continued, until by 732, the centenary of the Prophet’s death, it 
had reached its geographical limits, Transoxiana and Northern 
India in the east, Spain in the west. The Muslims had indeed in- 
vaded France, but in the centenary year itself were decisively 
checked half-way to the English Channel, at a battle fought be- 
tween Tours and Poitiers, by the Frank Charles Martel. Though 
the Muslims had conquered Crete, they had twice failed to take 
Constantinople, which remained the capital of a substantial 
Byzantine Empire comprising the Balkans and Asia Minor. 1 In 
the south the Sahara remained a barrier, and it was some centuries 
before Islam effectively penetrated up the Nile beyond Aswan. 

The Umayyads maintained the broad lines of internal ad- 
ministration laid down by ’Umar, those of an Arab military 
aristocracy. The Arab military governors of the provinces through- 
out the vast Empire enjoyed a freedom from central control 
amounting almost to independence. Civil administration remained 
in the same non-Arab and mainly non-Muslim hands as before. 
For a whole century, from the Arab conquest in 636 down to 743 , 
the financial administration of the city of Damascus itself remained 
in the hands of a Syrian Christian family, one of whose members 
has been canonized by the Church as St. John of Damascus. 

Already at this stage however, the great social defect of the Arab 
character, its unreadiness to subordinate its overmastering self-will 
and self-interest, whether of individual, of family, or of tribe, to 
the good of a larger group, was manifesting itself in incidents that 
boded ill for the future of the Arab Empire. ‘The Arabs are in- 
capable of founding an empire’, wrote the fourteenth-century 
Muslim historian Ibn Khaldun, ‘unless they are imbued with 
religious enthusiasm by a prophet or a saint’; and the social 
cohesive force ofMohammed’s teaching was already largely spent 
on the generation which personally knew him. The most im- 

1 Their recognition of the de facto independence of the Byzantine Empire 
conflicted with their theoretical duty to bring about the conversion of the whole 
world to Islam, The orthodox explanation was that a respite had been granted 
to the Byzantine Empire because Heraclius, unlike the Persian King who had 
tom to pieces the Prophet’s fictitious letter bidding him adopt Islam, had 
preserved his letter in musk! (D. S. Margoiiouth, The Early Development of 
Mohammedanism , 103.) 
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portant dissident group, the Shi’at ’Ali (party of Ali), upheld the 
rights of the dead Ah and maintained that the caliphate should pass 
hereditarily to his sons Hasan and Husain. The elder son Hasan 
was a colourless figure who did not press his claim; but Husain 
raised his banner in Iraq and was killed by the Umayyad troops at 
Karbala in 680. Round his tomb, and that of Ah in the neigh- 
bouring city of Najf, there rapidly grew an emotional Shi’i 
martyrology among the large numbers of poor Arabs who had not 
benefited materially from the spoils of conquest and the Persian 
converts to Islam who were denied equality of status by the race- 
proud Arabs. They evolved the doctrine that Ah and his des- 
cendants had inherited with the caliphate, not merely Mohammed’s 
temporal authority over all Islam, but also his spiritual inspiration. 
Some Shi’is indeed went so far as to maintain that Ah was greater 
than Mohammed; that while the mission of the latter was merely 
to transmit to mankind the text of the Qur’an, its inn er spiritual 
significance was contained in Ah; while the Muslim profession of 
faith declared Mohammed the apostle of God, the Shi’is pro- 
claimed Ah the saint of God. His death and that of Husain were 
conceived as a martyrdom for the salvation of mankind, a notion 
probably inspired by the Christian doctrine of the Atonement. 
The spiritual inspiration of Ah and his sons was held to be passed 
on to their descendants, the Saiyids descended from Husain and 
the Sharifs descended from Hasan, who are to this day objects of 
Shi’i veneration. In particular, both temporal and spiritual power 
was beheved to pass from Husain to his legal heir in each genera- 
tion, to whom as the infallible Imam (leader) the implicit obedi- 
ence of the Shi’a was due in all matters, religious or secular. Had 
any of the descendants of Ah possessed something of the political 
talent of the best Umayyads, he would certainly have been able to 
supplant them, such was the superstitious reverence of the Shi’is 
for their imams; 1 but in fact the Umayyads, whose power rested 
on the mass of moderate people, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, 
who wanted above all things law and order, were able with some 
difficulty to maintain their ascendancy. 

In addition to the rising of the Shi’a the early Umayyads had to 
contend with a revolt of Madina, the city of the Prophet, which 
resented the passing of authority from it to Damascus; there were 
feuds between great Arab tribal groups drawn originally from 
1 Snouck Hurgronje, Mohammedanism, 91. 

3 
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Northern and Southern Arabia respectively; and the Khawarij 
overran Iraq, Southern Persia, and the greater part of Arabia. As a 
contemporary poet sang: 

‘They are split in sects: each province hath its own 

Commander of the Faithful, each its throne. . . .’ 

Thus the Arab nation was tom asunder by the old tribal preten- 
sions which Mohammed sought to abolish. That they ultimately 
proved fatal to the Umayyads is no matter for surprise; the sorely- 
pressed dynasty was already tottering, its enemies were at its gates. 
But by good fortune it produced in this crisis an exceptionally able 
and vigorous ruler, ’Abd ul-Malik (685-705), who not only saved 
his house from destruction, but re-established its supremacy and 
gave the Muslim civilization an opportunity to enrich itself cul- 
turally. His iron-handed governor of Iraq ruthlessly put down the 
rebellion in the eastern provinces, and for twenty years provided 
peace and security by his despotic rule. In order to knit together 
the far-flung empire and curb the separatist tendencies of the 
provinces Abd ul-Malik borrowed from earlier empires the 
institution of an official postal system by means of relays of horses; 
he substituted for the Byzantine and Persian coins, which had 
hitherto been in general use, new gold and silver pieces on which 
he caused sentences from the Qur’an to be engraved; and he made 
Arabic, instead of Greek or Persian, the official language of 
financial administration. 1 

This reform does not mean that the non-Arab personnel of the 
administration, largely Christian by religion in the Levantine 
provinces, were replaced. But by this time the social barrier which 
’Umar had attempted to impose between the Arab garrisons and 
the non-Arab and non-Muslim majority of the population was 
beginning to break down. The Arab cantonments had soon grown 
into towns and cities; Arabs had acquired land; and, as formerly 
between Alexander’s Greeks and Orientals, social contact and 
intermarriage (for Muslims were permitted to take non-Muslim 
wives) were doing their levelling work. Moreover, non-Muslims 

1 Nicholson, op. cit., 199 ff. It is of interest that, because these coins bore 
quotations from the Qur’an, the eighth-century founder of one of the four 
schools of Muslim jurisprudence objected to their being given in payment 
to non-Muslims. (D. S, Margoliouth, The Early Development of Moham- 
medanism , 119.) 
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were being attracted to Islam by reason of the social prestige and 
freedom from taxation that it conferred, to such an extent that 
under the later Umayyads of the early eighth century new legis- 
lation compelled Muslims acquiring land, and non-Arab converts 
to Islam, to continue to pay the appropriate tax. 

Nevertheless, the majority of the inhabitants of Syria and 
Lower Egypt were still Christian in the ninth century, and Bagh- 
dad itself is stated to have had as late as a.d. 900 a Christian popula- 
tion of 40-50,000. Except for the brief reigns of two bigoted 
Umayyad caliphs the still influential Christian Church was 
tolerated. The adoption of the Arabic language and of Islam seems 
to have been most rapid in Iraq, where the Semitic mass of the 
population had been comparatively little affected by Greek in- 
fluences. In Syria and Palestine the process was slower, and 
Aramaic remained the principal language there till the ninth 
century. In Persia with its strong national culture Arabization was 
very superficial, and the Arabic language was adopted only tem- 
porarily and by a small proportion of the population for official 
purposes. Islam had made considerable headway in Persia by 750, 
and a reliable class of Muslim Persian officials had come into 
being; but Persia did not become completely Muslim till the tenth 
or eleventh century. In conservative Egypt the official adoption of 
the Arabic language under Abd ul-Malik affected only the smallest 
fraction of the population; but the language of their Arab rulers 
was gradually adopted, and by the tenth century a Coptic ecclesi- 
astic had to write in Arabic to be understood by his coreligionaries. 
‘The chief factor in the spread of Arab culture in Egypt, which 
gave it so much greater effect than the preceding Hellenism, was 
the gradual settlement of the country districts by Arab nomads. . . . 
Sections, or even whole tribes, gradually succumbed to the ad- 
vantages of settled life, and thus a strong strain of Arab blood was 
constantly being added to that of the Copts. It was apparently a 
considerable migration, which even sent offshoots as far as the 
Sudan. . . . The ancient civilization of the Nile Valley assimilated 
these nomad Arabs, and only their Arabic language remained. 
The Arabs became Nilotized, but also the Copts were Arabicized, 
and it is inexplicable that the essentially conservative Copts should 
have adopted another language without a great deal of mixing.’ 1 

The Umayyad caliphs were descendants and representatives of 

1 C. H. Becker, Encyclopaedia of Islam y art. Egypt. 
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the pagan aristocracy of Arabia who, fully exposed in their new 
Syrian environment to the influences of the old blend of Greek 
and Oriental civilization, were ready to assimilate it and adapt it to 
both their secular and religious purposes. The almost total de- 
ficiency of Arab culture in the sciences and liberal and useful arts, 
and the supremacy in these matters of the Christians, Jews, and 
Persians, were freely acknowledged. The conquered peoples were 
regularly employed in commerce and industry, banking, the arts, 
as architects, engineers, and irrigation-specialists, as schoolmasters 
and secretaries, even as court-physicians and political advisers. 
The caliphs at Baghdad in the ninth and tenth centuries had some 
Christian wazirs (viziers), and most of the court-physicians in the 
early centuries ofMuslim rule were Nestorians. The employment 
of Christian advisers in Egypt as late as the fourteenth century was a 
cause of annoyance to fanatical Muslims. 1 The only function ab- 
solutely reserved to Muslims was service hi the army and navy. 
Not only were the Umayyad caliphs’ country-palaces decorated 
in a mixture of Graeco-Syrian and Mesopotamian-Persian styles 
which completely disregarded the orthodox Muslim ban on the 
human figure, 2 but also Graeco-Syrian influences strongly 
affected the development of the mosque, whose architecture was 
still rudimentary at the beginning of the Umayyad period. 
Though the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem (often miscalled the 
Mosque of Omar), which was founded in 691 by Abd ul-Malik, 
was a shrine built for Muslim worship, it must nevertheless be re- 
garded as a product of Christian art. Its plan, a circle within an 
octagon, existed in the Church of the Ascension then standing on 
the Mount of Olives, and elsewhere in Palestine and Syria. The 
geometric setting-out of the plan and elevation of the Dome of the 
Rock appears to be derived from Syrian-Christian architectural 
practice. Before its exterior was re-covered with Persian tiles in 
the sixteenth century it was covered with marble and mosaic, and 
its external appearance must then have been as Byzantine as its 
interna] appearance still largely is. 3 The Great Mosque at Damas- 
cus, founded in 708, was likewise the work of architects and 
builders supplied from the Byzantine Empire. 

1 A. S. Tritton, The Caliphs and their Non-Muslim Subjects . J. H. Kraemer, 
Encyclopaedia of Islam, art. Egypt, 7. 

8 e.g. the recently-discovered palace at Khirbat Mafjar near Jericho: Quarterly 
of the Dept . of Antiquities of Palestine, XII (1945), 17 fh 

* E. T. Richmond, Moslem Architecture (623-1516), ch. II. 
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The increased penetration of the Muslim culture by Christian 
and Persian civilization even affected Muslim law and theology. 
The greater complexity of the civilization of which the Muslims 
now found themselves a part made necessary new elaborations of 
their legal code, mainly by the assimilation of the Roman Law 
existing in the conquered provinces of the Levant. By the end of 
the Umayyad period a new critical approach to the mass of 
Traditions had begun to appear, and the science of Muslim juris- 
prudence was beginning to take shape. Contact with the older and 
more subtle Christian religion, which had retained some of the 
questio nin g Greek spirit, was causing some Muslims to look more 
deeply into the foundations of their own faith, where they found 
numerous ambiguities and inconsistencies amid the obscure and^ 
uncoordinated phraseology of the Qur’an. This new spirit of 
inquiry in Islam was stimulated, as it had been among the Chris- 
tians, by the disputes of rival sects: in this case the Shi’a and the 
Sunnis, as the mass of moderate believers called themselves, claim- 
ing to be following the custom (Sunna) of the Prophet. In parti- 
cular, some were brought to question the Prophet’s doctrine of the 
eternal and uncreated Qur’an, which seemed to them to place a 
second eternal existence in conflict with the essential unity 
(tawhid) of God. Secondly, they were exercised by the alternative 
of free-will or predestination, which the Qur an characteristically 
left ambiguous. Thus a sect, known to Muslim historians as the 
Mu’tazila or secession, which came into being towards the end of 
the Umayyad period, adopted a rationalist attitude towards both 
of these questions, and was to exert an important influence on the 
history of the following century. 

In spite of the readiness with which they had assimilated what 
survived of Greek civilization, the Umayyad period was marked by 
a certain economic decline when compared with the later Roman 
Empire. Mediterranean commerce, already shaken in the West by 
the Germanic invasions, was even more seriously affected by the 
partition of the Mediterranean coastlands between two conflicting 
civilizations, the Christian on the northern shores and the Muslim 
on the south. Moreover the Muslims in the West had conquered 
Spain and were energetically raiding into Italy and Provence, 
while in the East they were making every attempt, though vainly, 
to conquer the remainder of the Byzantine Empire. Though in 
spite of frequent Muslim raids the trading cities of Southern Italy 
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maintained some commerce with the Southern Mediterranean and 
the Levant, the effect of the Muslim conquests was gradually to 
check the flow of Oriental goods to Christian Western Europe. 1 

The fertility of Egypt was maintained on about the same level as 
before the Muslim conquest by a policy of non-interference with 
the Coptic administration and irrigation-specialists. Historians no 
longer hold, as formerly, that the Muslim conquest abruptly ended 
the prosperity of Syria and Palestine; instead they ascribe the be- 
ginnings of their economic decline to the shifting of the centre of 
gravity from the Levant to Iraq and Persia which followed the 
transfer of the capital from Damascus to Baghdad with the acces- 
sion of the Abbasid dynasty in the middle of the eighth century. 

The Umayyads never succeeded in securing the loyalty of the 
whole of even the Arab inhabitants of their vast Empire; and their 
non-Arab subjects became increasingly estranged by the oppressive 
rule of their deputies. The Arabs ‘lived as soldiers at the expense 
of the native population whom they inevitably regarded as an in- 
ferior race. If the latter thought to win respect by embracing the 
religion of their conquerors, they found themselves sadly mistaken. 
The new converts were attached as clients (mawali) to an Arab 
tribe: they could not become Muslims on any other footing. Far 
from obtaining the equal rights which they coveted, and which, 
according to the principles of Islam, they should have enjoyed, the 
Mawali were treated by their aristocratic patrons with contempt, 

and had to submit to every kind of social degradation And these 

Clients, be it remembered, were not ignorant serfs, but men whose 
culture was acknowledged by the Arabs themselves — men who 
formed the backbone of the influential learned class and ardently 
prosecuted those studies, divinity and jurisprudence, which were 
then held in highest esteem. Here was a situation full of danger. 
Against Shi’is and Khawarij the Umayyads might claim with 
some show of reason to represent the cause of law and order, if not 
of Islam; against the bitter cry of the oppressed Mawali they had 
no argument save the sword. . . 

Active propaganda against the Umayyads was made, not only 
by the Shi’is, but also by a branch of the Prophet’s family des- 
cended from his uncle Abbas. These Abbasids ‘had genius enough 
to see that the best soil for their efforts was distant Khurasan, the 
extensive north-eastern provinces of the old Persian Empire. 

1 H. Pirenne, Mahomet et Charlemagne , 148 
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These countries were inhabited by a brave and high-spirited people 
who in consequence of their intolerable sufferings under the Umay- 
yad tyranny, the devastation of their homes and the almost servile 
condition to which they had been reduced, were eager to join in 
any desperate enterprise that gave them hope of relief.’ 1 While 
the Abbasids succeeded in persuading the Shi’is into allying them- 
selves with them, the Umayyad rulers had become soft and 
negligent in the civilized luxury of sophisticated Syria. Quarrels 
broke out within the royal house over the succession to the 
caliphate, which changed hands no fewer than four times in the 
Muslim year 743 / 4. In these circumstances the warnings of the 
loyal governor of Khurasan were disregarded. In 747 the Abbasids 
openly raised the standard of revolt. By 750 they had supplanted 
and virtually exterminated the Umayyads, and the victor trans- 
ferred the seat of the new dynasty to Iraq, where in 762 a new 
capital was founded at Baghdad. 

* * ★ 

This shifting of the political centre of gravity brought with it a 
decline in the Arab influence which had formerly been predomi- 
nant, and an increase in that of the Persians who had done so much 
to place the Abbasids in,power; for the first fifty years of their rule, 
for example, the Abbasid caliphs drew their prime ministers 
(wazirs) from the Persian Barmaki family, the ‘Barmecides’ 
of the Arabian Nights. With this relative decline of Arab 
supremacy, the many races of the Empire became fused into a 
common Muslim culture, the non-religious aspects of which were 
shared by the many Christians and Jews who had not embraced 
Islam. In the Empire as a whole, the relative decline in the import- 
ance of Syria was far more than compensated by the economic ad- 
vance of its eastern provinces. The Abbasids, completing the work 
of the Sassanian Persians, restored to Lower Iraq a rudimentary 
but sound system of irrigation and land-drainage which checked 
the formation of stagnant water and the salination of the land. 
Baghdad, the new capital, rapidly became a rival of Constantinople 
in its material prosperity. A second centre of agricultural develop- 
ment and urban civilization was promoted in Transoxiana, with 
its great cities of Bukhara and Samarqand, and in Khurasan. This 


1 Nicholson, op, cit., 248 ff. 
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agricultural progress was of special benefit to the landowning 
class, but wider circles of the population must also have profited 
from it. Sea-borne trade through the Persian Gulf, already of great 
antiquity owing to the eminence of Mesopotamia as one of the 
earliest centres of urban civilization and commerce, underwent a 
great revival, with Basra assuming great importance as the port of 
Baghdad. By about 850 Muslim ships had reached China to trade 
for silk, and there was a considerable Muslim colony at Canton; 
some Muslim traders pushed further north, and probably reached 
Japan and Korea. Trade with East Africa was less important, but 
was carried as far south as Madagascar. There was even some re- 
vival of trade between the Levant ports and those of Christian 
Europe, especially Venice and the ports of southern Italy, with 
Jews playing an important part as middle-men, since they enjoyed 
a comparative toleration from both sides which neither Christian 
nor Muslim was yet prepared to extend to each other. More im- 
portant than the Mediterranean trade at this period, however, was 
that with the Swedish masters of Russia and the Baltic, evidence 
for which is furnished by the enormous numbers of Muslim coins 
found in that region; they were struck in the mints of Tashkent and 
Samarqand and extend over a period from a.d. 700 to 1 500. Mus- 
lim indirect influence even reached the British Isles: a gold coin 
struck by King Offa of Mercia in the eighth century closely imi- 
tates an Arabic dinar, even to the Arabic inscription; and a gilt- 
bronze cross found in an Irish bog bears the inscription b’ismi’llah 
(in the name of God) in Arabic characters. 1 

This material prosperity has become legendary through the 
popularity of the Arabian Nights, with their stories of Baghdad 
under the Abbasid caliph Harun ar-Rashid (786-809), the con- 
temporary of Charlemagne with whom he was on friendly rela- 
tions. Of the immense cultural superiority of the Muslim East to 
Western Europe at this time there can be absolutely no question. 
With its material wealth there went also an increasing interest in 
matters of the intellect. The rising Muslim civilization felt the 
growing need of certain branches of practical knowledge which 
could be supplied by the higher civilizations on which it had im- 
pinged: medicine; mathematics for land-survey, architecture, and 
navigation; geography for the promotion of commerce; and 

1 J. H. Kramers, in The Legacy of Islam, 94 ff. Christopher Dawson, op. cit. 
243 f. 
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astronomy, to determine the direction of Mecca and the dates of 
the beginning and end of Ramadhan, the month of the sacred fast, 
and also for astrology. Already the Umayyads had employed 
architects and craftsmen trained in the Byzantine-Syrian or the 
Persian tradition. They had also attracted to their court physicians 
and other scholars from Jundishapur in south-west Persia, which 
had had since Sassanian times an important medical school and 
academy where Greek, Syrian, Persian, and Indian scientific 
knowledge was pooled; but the Umayyads had done little con- 
sciously to promote and encourage learning. The second Abbasid 
caliph al-Mansur (754-75), the founder of Baghdad, on the other 
hand, had astronomers, engineers, and other learned men at his 
court, and the plans of his new city were prepared by a Persian 
astronomer and a Jew. From this time began the translation of 
scientific works into Arabic from Greek, Syriac, Persian, and 
Sanskrit, the work being done in the main not by Arabs, but by 
Syrian Christians and Persians. This work was put on an organized 
basis by the caliph al-Ma’mun, who founded at Baghdad in 830, in 
the interests of the rationalist Mu’tazila sect which he favoured, a 
Bait al-Hikma or ‘house of learning’, which was a combination of 
academy, library, translation-bureau, and observatory. By means 
of such translation-enterprises the Arabic-speaking world soon 
became possessed of the outstanding works of Greek science and 
philosophy at a time when Western Europe was almost entirely 
ignorant of the Greek learning. Translation from the Greek was 
sometimes direct, but more frequently through the Syriac versions 
which had been made some centuries before by the Syrian 
Christians; the Nestorians in particular had been assiduous in 
translating the Greek philosophers in order to use them as ammuni- 
tion in theological controversy with their orthodox opponents. 
In addition, Persian and Indian mathematical and astronomical 
works were translated into Arabic; and early in the ninth century 
the simple Indian system of numerals with its arrangement in 
columns by powers of ten and the all-important use of the zero 
(our so-called ‘Arabic’ numerals) was introduced into the Middle 
East, which had previously known only the clumsy Semitic, 
Greek, and Roman numerals. 1 

1 It was not until the twelfth century that Christian arithmeticians in Europe 
began to adopt the ‘Arabic’ system. (Carra de Vaux, in The Legacy of I$lam t 
384 ff.) 
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Following this work of translation it was not long before 
original research, observation, and speculation began to be prac- 
tised within the Muslim Empire. But before this the political unity 
of that Empire had been shattered for ever. Ibn Khaldun, looking 
back over Muslim history from the end of the fourteenth century, 
came to the conclusion that kingdoms are born, attain maturity, 
and die within a period which rarely exceeds three generations, or 
120 years. 1 The Umayyad Empire had been precariously main- 
tained by the awe with which his Sunni subjects regarded the 
caliph as temporal successor of the Prophet. But dynastic struggles 
were bound to diminish that awe: in the West the success of one of 
the few Umayyad survivors of the collapse of their dynasty in 
making himself independent ruler of Spain in 756 was followed in 
the next half-century by the breaking-away from the Abbasids of 
North-West Africa under two separate dynasties. In the heart of 
the empire, moreover, the Abbasid caliphs, realizing from the fall 
of the Umayyads that the fickle and inconstant Arab individualism 
intolerant of discipline provided a most unstable military basis for 
their authority, had begun to recruit from the north-eastern con- 
fines of the Empire mercenaries from among the Turks, a people 
less gifted intellectually than the Arabs and Persians, but with 
those more solid and stable qualities of obedience and endurance 
that have made them such excellent soldiers through the centuries. 
Already in 808 we find Turks serving in Egypt; but they soon 
realized the military and moral weakness of their Arab masters, 
and were not content to remain subordinates. The Turkish body- 
guard with which the caliph al-Mu’tasim had provided himself 
clashed so frequently and violently with the populace of Baghdad 
that the caliph was obliged in 836 to quit the city and found a new 
capital at Samarra, three days journey up-river, where he and his 
successors rapidly came under the political domination of the 
commanders of their own mercenaries. In 868 the Turkish soldier 
Ahmed ibn Tulun made himself the independent ruler of Egypt, 
Palestine, and Syria, and introduced a short period of sound 
government in place of the reckless exhaustion of the economic re- 
sources of Egypt which she had suffered under the tax-farming 
governors of the Abbasids, and which had provoked a great rising 
of the oppressed Copts in 831. 2 In 874 Transoxiana and the 

1 Nicholson, op. cit., 440. 

* C. H. Becker in Encyclopaedia of Islam, art. Egypt. 
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greater part of Persia, which had already been in revolt against the 
Abbasids, became finally independent under the Persian Samanid 
dynasty. In Iraq itself, which was practically all that now remained 
under the direct rule of Samarra, the authority of the caliph was 
challenged by the ferocious revolt in Lower Iraq of the Zanj or 
negro slaves (870-83). And worse was to follow. Though the 
Shi’is had helped the first Abbasid to overthrow the Umayyads, 
the new dynasty proved itself no less oppressive of the Shi’a than 
its predecessor had been, no doubt because the sect with its tendency 
to fanatical extravagances was regarded as potentially subversive of 
all ordered government. Driven underground by oppression, the 
Shi’is remained numerous especially in Lower Iraq, and both there 
and in the cities of Persia they perhaps found especial support from 
the artisan class, as an expression of class-consciousness against the 
ruling aristocracy, whether composed of Arabs, Persians, or 
Turks. 1 

In this atmosphere of suppressed ferment it was natural that 
schisms over doctrine should occur within the Shi’a. In particular 
there was a difference of opinion which of the two sons of the 
sixth Imam, who died in 760, should succeed him. The minority 
who supported the claim of the elder son Isma’il held that the suc- 
cession of imams ended with him. They thus regarded Isma’il as the 
Hidden or Expected Imam, who according to Shi’i doctrine was 
shortly to return among men as the Mahdi (the divinely-guided) 
to restore true Islam, conquer the whole world, and introduce a 
short millenium before the end of all things. In the ninth century a 
Persian, Abdullah ibn Maymun, began to organize a secret esoteric 
cult of Isma’il in nine degrees in winch all religious belief was pro- 
gressively allegorized away until only an atheistic philosophy was 
left. 2 This cult was extensively propagated by enthusiastic mis- 
sionaries and made many converts among the unhappy and dis- 
contented who always constitute the majority of mankind. At the 
end of the century an Isma’ili sect, called the Qaramita or Carmath- 
ians, organized itself as an independent political state on the Arabian 
coast of the Persian Gulf and in the Yemen. Declaring total war on 
all non-Isma’ilis its armies menaced Baghdad, interfered with the 
pilgrim-traffic, and in 930 actually sacked Mecca and carried off 


1 H. A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism , pp. 122-5. 

2 The most recent study of this intricate subject is Bernard Lewis’s The Origin 
of IsmaHlism. 
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the Black Stone. Meanwhile the grandson of Abdullah ibn May- 
mun, in danger in Syria, escaped to Tunisia, where he won sup- 
port, was proclaimed Imam in 909, and succeeded in overthrowing 
the reigning dynasty. Claiming descent from Husain, the son of 
Ali and the Prophet’s daughter Fatima, he thus became the 
founder of the Fatimid dynasty. This dynasty was the first to 
throw off even the nominal authority of the Abbasids by pro- 
claiming an independent caliphate, and extended its conquests 
along the North African coast until in 969 it captured Cairo and 
made the city its capital. Western Arabia, Palestine, and Syria 
were also brought under Fatimid rule. Meanwhile the hapless Ab- 
basid caliphs had in 945 passed under the domination of the 
Buwayhids, rough mountaineers from North Persia, who were 
moderate Shi’is. Thus the Shi a had become politically the domi- 
nant sect in the greater part of the Muslim world, though it never 
converted the majority of Muslims. Egypt had taken the place of 
Iraq as the centre of gravity, and the famous University of Al 
Azhar 1 was founded at Cairo in 972 for the propagation of 
Isma’ili doctrine. The fatal Arab tendency to political separatism 
and restiveness under authority had had free rein: for the next 
thousand years down to our own day the Arabic-speaking world 
was to remain divided, and for the most part under foreign 
domination. 

But when a civilization begins to break down, the deterioration 
is not uniform over the whole range of its activities; and just as in a 
diseased human body, the deterioration may actually be masked 
for a time by an increased stimulation of certain functions. 2 For the 
Muslim civilization the first effect of its political disruption on its 
rising science and scholarship was temporarily favourable. 
Scholars required the patronage of a benevolent ruler in order to be 
able to pursue their studies. Now, instead of scholarship being 
confined to the caliphs court at Baghdad and dependent on the 
will of one sovereign who might or might not be interested in 
furthering such pursuits, it was fostered in the courts of a dozen 
dynasties from Samar qand to Spain. Among the most notable of 
these centres of learning were Baghdad, Cairo, Bukhara and 
Samarqand; Shiraz, Isfahan, andNishapur; Aleppo and Damascus; 
and Cordoba. Like their medieval European successors, students 

1 Pronounced, Az-har. 

* cf. Lewis Mumford, The Condition of Man, 153. 



The Rise and Decline of the Muslim Civilization 35 


made long and laborious journeys to sit at the feet of some famous 
master. For example, al-Ghazzali, born at Tus in north-east Persia, 
studied at Nishapur, Baghdad, and Damascus, a total journey of 
some 1,400 miles. 

Though Arabic was the principal language of scholars, with 
Persian steadily increasing in importance, only a small minority of 
the scientists and scholars of the Muslim world were Arabs by race. 
An analysis of the origins of the leading scholars and scientists of the 
Muslim East indicates that over the whole chronological range of 
Muslim culture from its rise to its decline Persia and Transoxiana 
furnished consistently some 40 per cent, of the distinguished names. 
Christians were predominant in the initial period of the translators, 
but fell away later, andjews in the East were relatively unimportant 
in contrast to their great contribution to the culture of Muslim 
Spain. 1 

The assessment of the contribution of the Muslim world to 
science and scholarship has tended to run to two extremes. On the 
one hand, some protagonists of Greek civilization have been will- 
ing to see little originality in the Muslim achievement, and to con- 
cede them only the credit for preserving and handing on what sur- 
vived of Greek learning to Western Europe in the later Middle 
Ages. On the other hand, modem Arab writers, and also some 
European historians of science, reacting too far against the exces- 
sive exaltation of Greek civilization by students of the classics, 
have claimed too much for the medieval Muslim scientists,^ exag- 
gerating their original achievement out of all proportion to 
what they had received from the Greeks or from their oriental fore- 
runners. The true assessment lies between these two extremes, and 
has been well embodied in a vivid word-picture: Islamic medicine 
and science reflected the light of the Hellenic sun, when its day had 
fled; and shone like a moon, illuminating the darkest night of the 


1 This is based on data given by A. Mieli, op. cit., for three successive periods. 
(I) the period of translators and first beginnings, eighth-ninth centuries; (11) the 
‘dnlHen Acre’, tenth-eleventh centuries; (III) the age of decline, twelrth- 
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European Middle Ages; some bright stars lent their own light; but 
moon and stars alike faded at the dawn of a new day — the 
Renaissance.’ 1 The Muslim contribution to mathematics and 
astronomy is exemplified by the number of Arabic loan-words in 
the terminology of these sciences: algebra, azimuth, zenith; and the 
names of many stars, such as Algol, Aldebaran, Betelgeuze. In 
medicine considerable progress was made, thanks to the numerous 
hospitals founded in the principal cities by benevolent rulers: there 
were said to be six thousand medical students in eleventh-century 
Baghdad. Though Muslim law forbade dissection of the human 
body, the course of diseases was carefully and systematically ob- 
served and recorded. The knowledge of chemistry and other 
natural sciences was advanced, and Muslim cartography and des- 
criptive geography greatly influenced medieval European map- 
making in the Mediterranean. When all has been justly claimed for 
the originality of Muslim science, however, the fact remains that 
it was essentially the pupil and continuation of Greek science, 
Though it made some important original contributions to learning, 
its great service lay in the systematization and preservation of older 
learning at a time when Western Europe was ignorant of it and in- 
capable of preserving it. The Muslim scholars lacked in general 
the scientific imagination and originality of thought of the Greeks : 
they found difficulty in passing from the accumulation of practical 
data to a theoretical conclusion, and in the unifying of detail into a 
harmonious system. 2 

Muslim thought at its best has had its gaze turned upwards to- 
ward the One God; and, entirely absorbed by contemplation of 
Him, has not looked about itself at Man. Muslim society has 
always tended towards aristocracy;- and Muslim science and learn- 
ing, as compared with that of the Greeks, has suffered in the ab- 
sence of a substantial middle-class, which has given it less vitality to 
survive great political upheavals. When all the necessary discount- 
ing of the ‘democratic’ character of the ancient Greek city-state has 
been done, the fact remains that Greek culture was genuinely the 
property of a considerable urban middle-class, which grew in 
importance till it reached its peak in the second century a.d. 
Islam, on the other hand, ‘has known periods of intellectual life 
only under the protection of isolated princes here and there. It has 

1 Max Meyerhof, in The Legacy of Islam, 354. 

* cf» Edward Atiyah’s criticism, in An Arab Tells His Story, 186. 



The Rise and Decline of the Muslim Civilization 37 

had Augustan ages; it has never had great popular yearnings after 
wider knowledge. Its intellectual leaders have lived and studied 
and lectured at courts; they have not gone down and taught the 
masses of the people.’ 1 The masses have remained in much the 
same economic and social conditions and at much the same intel- 
lectual level as their ancestors four thousand years ago. 

Little Muslim science and scholarship found its way to medieval 
Europe via the Byzantine Empire, whose cultural contacts with the 
Muslim world were tenuous, though Arabic medical works were 
being translated into Byzantine Greek in the eleventh century. 2 
The Crusaders, settled during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
in a strip of the Levant lands whose depth from the coast rarely ex- 
ceeded fifty miles, were for the most part rough, unpolished ad- 
venturers, whose contacts with the native population were mainly 
with the peasantry, not with its scholars. Consequently, though 
there was an appreciable cultural interchange between the ‘Franks’ 
and the people of the Levant, it was mainly of a material kind. In 
any case, by the time of the First Crusade (1099) the intellectual 
ossification of the Muslim East was already beginning, and conse- 
quently the Crusades played no greater part than the Byzantine. 
Empire in the transmission of Muslim learning to theW est. 3 . 

Of considerably greater importance in this connexion was 
Sicily, which had been conquered by the Muslims of North Africa 
in the course of the ninth centuij, and enj oyed a period of stable and 
orderly Muslim government from c. 950 until Sicily was recon- 
quered for Christendom towards die end of the eleventh century 
by the Normans, ‘a dynasty of gifted pirates’ which had entered the. 
service of the Byzantine Greeks and then wrested Southern Italy 
from them. At the time of the Muslim conquest Sicily had long 
been rich with the past civilization of Greece and Rome. Though 
Eastern cultural currents had streamed in during the period of 
Muslim domination, the Arab rulers had been too involved in war- 
fare to develop the finer arts of peace. But under the tolerant rule 
of the Normans the varied culture-strains were able to intermingle 
and flower. H. A. L. Fisher draws an attractive miniature pen- 
picture of the civilization of Sicily under Roger II (1130-54), 
whom his critics called the ‘half-heathen king’ : ‘His kingdom was 

1 D. B.' Macdonald, op. cit., 153 £. 

2 R. Walzer, in Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 1945, 171. 

3 Hitti, op. cit., 662. 
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half-oriental, half-western, providing a shelter for Greek, Latin, 
Moor, and Jew, and better organized . . . than any other European 
government of that age. Among the orange-groves of Palermo 
Roger, the descendant of the Vikings, sat upon his throne, robed in 
the dalmatic of the apostolic legate and the imperial costume of 
Byzantium, his ministers part Greek, part English, his army com- 
posed as to half of Moors, his fleet officered by Greeks, himself a 
Latin Christian but, in that balmy climate of the south, ruling in 
half-Byzantine, half-oriental state ... a true representative of his 
lovely island, shared then as ever between east and west.’ 1 Roger’s 
grandson Frederick II (1215-50), Holy Roman Emperor and King 
of Sicily, still kept a semi-oriental court, and incurred the excom- 
munication of the fierce Pope Innocent III by his reluctance to 
undertake the Crusade; for he was in friendly political and com- 
mercial relations with Muslim rulers, and eventually won back 
Jerusalem temporarily for Christendom, not by the way of the 
sword but by a treaty-compromise with the tolerant Sultan of 
Egypt. In 1224 Frederick founded the University of Naples, 2 
and encouraged the translation into Latin of Arabic science and 
philosophy. Here at Naples studied St. Thomas Aquinas (1226- 
74), who made a profound study of the Arabic commentators on 
the Greek philosophers, but had the originality to go beyond them 
to the original Greek texts, which were now at last becoming 
available to the "Western world. 

But the country of outstanding importance for the transmission 
of Muslim learning to the West was Spain, whose level of civiliza- 
tion at the time of the Muslim conquest had been almost as high as 
that of Sicily. In particular, her cities contained many thousands of 
literate and energetic Jews, endowed with that spirit of restless in- 
quiry which characterizes their race. During the ninth century 
Muslim Spain became one of the wealthiest and most thickly- 
populated lands of Europe, sending abundant industrial and 
agricultural exports both to Christian Europe and to the Muslim 
East. Cordoba, the capital, was the most cultivated city in Europe, 
the rival of Constantinople, Baghdad and Cairo. With its popula- 
tion of half-a-million, its three hundred public baths, its seventy 
libraries, and its miles of paved streets lit at night, it was centuries in 

1 History of Europe, one-vol. ed., 190 f. 

* For Muslim influence on the Medical School of Salerno in the eleventh 
century or even before, see Mieli, op. cit., 219 f. 
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advance of the barbarous condition of contemporary Paris or 
London, and was the cultural metropolis for the Christian rulers of 
the petty states of Northern Spain. Nevertheless, the intellectual 
tone in Muslim Spain was still one of rigid orthodoxy and strict 
conservatism. There was scant sympathy with the rationalist in- 
novations of some of the Abbasid caliphs, and little evidence yet of 
intellectual originality. Both Muslims and Jews wishing to com- 
plete their education went to the Eastern Mediterranean and on to 
Iraq. In the first half of the ninth century, however, the Umayyad 
Abd ur-Rahman II sent a scholar to Iraq to obtain copies of trans- 
lations of Greek and Persian scientific works, and surrounded him- 
self with a group of astronomers. 1 A century later the University 
of Cordoba was founded by Abd ur-Rahman III, who proclaimed 
himself Caliph independently of the Abbasids. His successor in- 
vited professors to Cordoba from the East, established twenty- 
nine free schools in the city, and employed agents to buy learned 
manuscripts in the eastern cities. At the same time the centre of 
Jewish scholarship began to be transferred from Iraq to Spain. 
Early in the eleventh century the Umayyad dynasty collapsed, and 
for eighty years Spain was tom by civil wars, with Muslim military 
commanders playing the same role as they had done in the East 
when the Abbasid dynasty fell into decline. But just as in the East, 
the partitioning of the caliphate among provincial rulers led to the 
diffusion of the culture of the metropolis over a number of pro- 
vincial capitals, such as Seville, Toledo, and Granada. And as the 
Christian kingdoms of Northern Spain seized the opportunity to 
invade the disunited Muslim state, so they began increasingly to 
absorb Muslim cultural influences. 

The Muslims, finding themselves hard-pressed by the aggressive 
Christians in the north, appealed for help to the Berbers of North- 
West Africa* who had been united for the last fifty years in a mili- 
tant Muslim brotherhood, al-Murabitun (whence their Spanish 
name of Almoravides). At the end of the eleventh century these 
defeated the Christians under their legendary leader the Cid, but 
remained in Spain as the ruling Muslim dynasty, only to succumb 
to its luxuries. Meanwhile another Puritan movement, al-Muwah- 
hidun (Almohades in Spanish) had arisen among the Berbers. 
These overthrew the Almoravides in the middle of the twelfth 
century and replaced them as rulers of an empire extending from 

1 E. Levi-Provensal, La Civilisation arabe enEspagne (Cairo, 1938), 65. 
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Central Spain to the borders of Egypt. Both Berber dynasties 
were rigidly orthodox in matters of Muslim thought, and accord- 
ing to a fairly reliable tradition even had the writings of the great 
Ghazzali, the ‘restorer of the faith’, publicly burned in the market- 
place of Cordoba. While, however, they imposed the severest 
orthodoxy on the mass of the people, they did not interfere with 
the speculations of the Muslim philosophers, provided that these 
did not reach the multitude and disturb their faith. Thus twelfth- 
century Spain, ruled by religious conservatives, was yet the home 
of two outstanding Arabic philosophers, Ibn Bajja (Avempace) 
and Ibn Rushd (Averroes), the latter of whom asserted that the 
Qur’an, being but an imperfect presentation of truths which might 
be learnt more completely and correctly from Aristotle, was a dis- 
cipline fit only for the masses whose intelligence neither desired nor 
was capable of philosophical reasoning. But while the Moorish 
rulers tolerated such heresy, so long as it did not reach the people, 
they vigorously persecuted the many thousands of Christians and 
Jews in their Spanish province, and periodically expelled to the 
Christian North all who refused conversion to Islam. The twelfth 
century thus marked the beginning of the decline of scholarship in 
Muslim Spain. The refugees took north with them their advanced 
culture, especially to the kingdom of Toledo, which had been cap- 
tured by the Christians in 1085. Here Archbishop Raymond set 
up early in the twelfth century a college for the translation of 
Arabic philosophy and science, which flourished for 150 years and 
attracted scholars from all parts of Europe, including Britain. 1 
The following century, the thirteenth, was the great period of 
translation from Arabic into Latin. It was encouraged notably by 
Alfonso the Wise of Castile, who was interested in philosophy and 
astronomy, and had two Jews translate an Arabic record of planet- 
ary movements which was still authoritative enough to be con- 
sulted by Galileo and Kepler in the seventeenth century. It was 
through such translations that in the following centuries the cream 
of Arabic scholarship, the legacy of their Greek and oriental fore- 
runners and the original Muslim contribution, was passed on to the 
rising universities of the West. 

* * * 

1 An attractive and imaginative picture of the procedure followed by these 
scholars, and the linguistic and interpretative difficulties they encountered, is 
given by Chas, and Dorothy Singer, in The Legacy of Israel, 204 ff. 
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Already by the second half of the tenth century the acute and 
manifest disunity of the Muslim East had encouraged the Byzan- 
tine Empire, which 250 years before had been threatened at its very 
heart by the Arab armies, to take the offensive against its enemies, 
raid the Levant coasts, recover Cilicia, Cyprus and Antioch, and 
push its frontiers into North Syria and east to the Euphrates. In 
Hitti’s words, ‘in the first half of the eleventh century . . . political 
and military confusion prevailed everywhere. Islam seemed 
crushed to the ground.’ 1 

Nor was this confusion confined only to externals. It penetrated 
to the very core of the Muslim faith. The caliph al-Ma’mun, who 
had founded the enlightened Bait al-Hikma in his enthusiasm for 
the rationalist views of the Mu’tazila, had encountered the opposi- 
tion of the rigorous theologians of Baghdad. Regarding this 
opposition with considerable justification as obscurantist and 
pernicious, the Caliph proceeded to impose on theologians and 
lawyers the rationalist doctrine, that the Qur’an was created and not 
eternal, by the illiberal mechanism of an inquisition. 2 The death 
of al-Ma’mun’s successor was followed by an officially-supported 
orthodox reaction, upholding the Qur’an and the Sunna as the only 
valid sources of knowledge, and again enforced by inquisitorial 
methods. The more extreme theologians, led by ibn Hanbal, re- 
jected all the findings of exact science and philosophical speculation, 
as leading to heresy, unbelief, and atheism. But speculation could 
not be completely suppressed, and Islam could not exist in a self- 
created vacuum. To justify its first principles to those Muslims of 
an enquiring mind, and they were not a few, it had to resort to 
those very methods of logical argument, derived from the Greek 
philosophers, which the extreme reactionaries deplored. A com- 
promise was attempted early in the tenth century by al-Ash’ari, 
using logical argument in the demonstration of theological truth. 
But while this satisfied a large central block of Muslim thought, it 
offended on the one hand the philosophers, who were tending in- 
creasingly to reject the Qur’an and Sunna where they conflicted 
with the more subtle and plausible speculations of Aristotle and 
later Greek philosophy; and on the other hand it outraged the fol- 
lowers of Ibn Hanbal, who rejected any process of thought or argu- 
ment, including al-Ash’ari’s logical defence of Muslim revelation, 

1 op. cit., 473. 

2 Encyclopaedia of Islam> art. Mihna; cf. Gibb, Mohammedanism> pp. 112-18. 
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which was not expressly authorized by the scriptures. Meanwhile 
a third strain of Muslim religious thought, the mystical strain of 
Sufism, which had developed in the eighth and ninth centuries, 
had gained many adherents. 1 The mystics were impelled by the 
insistent desire to find a more intimate and personal approach to, 
and union with God than was provided by Sunni formalism and 
detachment, which placed Man at an almost infinite distance from 
his Creator and provided the’ Prophet as merely an interpreter of 
God’s word, but not as a mediator between God and Man. Though 
the Sufis sought justification for their ritual practices in some few 
and exceptional passages of the Qur’an, their main inspiration was 
in fact drawn from other religions, in particular from Christian 
mysticism, the Zoroastrians of Persia, and the mystery-religions of 
the pre-Christian Middle East. So great is man’s natural desire, 
amid the trials of this unsympathetic world, for consolation in 
grief and hope in adversity from some more-than-human source, 
that many thousands of Muslims were attracted as disciples of the 
mystics, who originally practised their devotions individually and 
without any sort of mutual association. Following only their 
individual inspirations, some of them were led into doctrinal 
extravagances, imagining themselves filled with the divine 
spirit, even declaring ‘I am the Truth’ and so claiming to be 
the Godhead, and disparaging orthodox Islam as a ‘religion 
of the limbs’ immeasurably inferior to their own ‘religion of 
the heart’. 

Thus by the eleventh century Muslim theology was undergoing 
a real internal crisis, from which it has never completely recovered. 
‘While the (mystic) saints, with their innumerable followers and 
worshippers, menaced the Islam of history and tradition, the ortho- 
dox party, divided against itself, either clinging fanatically to the 
letter of the Qur’an or disputing over legal and ritual minutiae or 
analysing theological dogmas in the dry fight of the intellect, was 
fast losing touch with the inward spirit and fife which makes reli- 
gion a reality. Many earnest Muslims must have asked themselves 
how long such a state of things could last. Was there no means of 
preserving what was vital to the Faith without rending the com- 
munity asunder?’ 2 

1 Sufi was originally a nickname, derived from suf. wool: the wearer of an 
ascetic woollen garment, like that of the Christian monks. 

2 R. A. Nicholson, in The Legacy of Islam, 220 f.; cf. Gibb, op. cit., pp. 134-9. 
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In this desperate political, religious, and moral crisis, the salvag- 
ing of what could be saved of Muslim civilization was to come 
through human instruments as unpredictable as the salvaging of 
what could be saved of the Graeco-Roman civilization at the end 
of the third century a.d. through the rough Illyrian soldiers 
Diocletian and Constantine. Like that earlier first-aid process, the 
permanent loss of lifeblood from the wounded body-politic was 
considerable, and the lesion was repaired only with coarser, and 
less sensitive and flexible tissue. 

The rise in the tenth century of the Fatimid and the lesser Shi’i 
dynasties, Arab and Persian, had for the time deprived the Turks of 
the political ascendancy they had been gaining in the Muslim 
world; but it did not make them any the less indispensable as 
garrison-troops and bodyguards. The Arab and Persian dynasts — 
Fatimid, Buwayhid, Samanid — continued to employ Turks in 
considerable numbers. Early in the eleventh century the Turkish 
tribe which later became known as the Seljuks pressed down from 
north of the Oxus into north-east Persia, becoming converted to 
Sunni Islam as they did so. To these unlettered, unimaginative 
soldiery the pedestrian matter-of-factness of orthodox Sunni Islam 
was more attractive and suitable than the spiritual exaltation or 
over-elaborated subtleties of the Shi’i sects or the Sufis. By 1055 the 
Seljuk Turks had entered Baghdad at the invitation of the effete 
Abbasid caliph to rescue the caliphate from its Shi’i masters who 
were intriguing with the rival and schismatic Fatimid caliphate. 
To the Sunni majority of the Muslim world, whom a century of 
Shi’i political supremacy and systematic religious propaganda had 
failed to convert, the Turks were the more acceptable masters. In 
1071 the Seljuks inflicted a crushing defeat on the Byzantine army, 
which delivered into their hands the greater part of Asia Minor, 
never conquered by the Arabs, as a region for Turkish settlement; 
from this time onwards Asia Minor has continuously been pre- 
dominantly Turkish in speech and Muslim in faith. The Seljuks 
now ruled a vast empire extending from the Aegean to India. 
While its first Sultans remained culturally uncouth, they were 
fortunate in having as their wazir a gifted and intellectual P ersian 
who bore the title Nizam al-Mulk. This statesman founded at 
Baghdad in 1066 the first real university of the Muslim world, 
named after him the Nizamiya, a centre for propagating the Sunni 
orthodoxy of al-Ash’ari as a counterblast to the Shii heresies 
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taught at Al Azhar in Fatimid Cairo, and for training administrators 
for the Seljuk Empire . 1 

One of the lecturers at the Baghdad Nizamiya at the end of the 
century was a thirty-four-year-old Persian, al-Ghazzali, who had 
made a comprehensive study of theology, philosophy, and the 
sciences, and became a great success as a teacher and interpreter of 
Muslim law. But, as he tells us in his Confessions, he went through 
an intellectual and spiritual crisis of scepticism, finding that ortho- 
doxy lacked an adequate logical basis, and that on the other hand 
philosophy failed to answer the ultimate problems raised in man’s 
quest for understanding, and led only to heresy and unbelief. 
Accordingly he gave up his lectureship at die age of thirty-eight, 
and spent the next two years of his life in strict ascetic retreat. After 
his re-emergence he lived for fourteen years more, mainly in re- 
tirement devoted to study and writing, but with short periods of 
public teaching at Baghdad, Damascus, and Nishapur. His teach- 
ing rejected the subtleties of both the professional theologians 
and the philosophers, and sought to lead men back to living con- 
tact with the Qur’an and the Traditions, while admitting the use 
of logical thinking as an intellectual discipline. His great contribu- 
tion was to demonstrate the validity and importance of the per- 
sonal mystical experience which, he taught, enabled the human 
soul to renew the contact with the changeless world of divine 
Reality from which it had become separated by its entry into the 
mortal body: in this way a direct communion with God, bringing 
enlightenment and revelation, was possible. But he insisted that 
mystical practice must conform with both the letter and the spirit 
of the Prophet’s teaching, and condemned such extreme forms of 
mystical belief as pantheism and the individual’s identification of 
himself with God. Thus, while on the one hand al-Ghazzali 
referred Islam back from theological and philosophical subtleties 
to its first principles, on the other hand he reconciled the mystical 
appeal to the spiritual emotions with those same austere first 
principles, and so gave mysticism a legitimate place in the system 
of Muslim belief. Called the ‘Restorer of the Faith’, it has been 
said that ‘Islam has never outgrown him, has never frilly under- 
stood him .’ 2 For nearly eight centuries he found no worthy sue- 

1 Nizam al-Mulk also founded in Iraq and Persia five other colleges which 
bore his name, and was the patron of ’Umar al-Khayyam, 

* Macdonald , op. cit. 
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cessor, with the result that, while the transfusion of warm and 
living blood which he administered to the Muslim religion averted 
a fatal outcome of its crisis, he could not arrest the creeping paraly- 
sis, the choking of the spirit by the letter, which in the following 
centuries spread progressively over its members. The only vitality 
that survived was in the mystics, and as the centuries passed they 
diverged ever further from orthodoxy into extravagance or vulgar 
chicanery. Meanwhile, original scientific and scholarly speculation 
tended to be abandoned for less original and intellectually-exacting 
pursuits, such as the compilation of encyclopaedias and universal 
histories; and even the Nizamiya was devoted to the amassing of 
conventional learning rather than the promotion of research. 

The Seljuk Turkish unification of the greater part of the Middle 
East lasted less than forty years. Immediately after 1092 their 
empire broke up into independent Seljuk principalities, leaving 
Syria and Palestine a crazy quilt of Turkish and Arab petty states. 
Christian Europe, which saw in the pilgrimage to the Holy Land a 
means of absolution from the most grievous sins, and had enjoyed 
access to the Holy Places with only the minimum of molestation 
from the Fatimids and their predecessors, had found that a genera- 
tion of warfare between the Seljuks and the Fatimids had made 
travel more hazardous for the pilgrims. After the Seljuk conquest 
of Asia Minor the Byzantine Emperor had appealed to the Pope 
for a Christian alliance against Islam. The energetic Nordic peoples 
who dominated Western Europe were seeking new outlets for 
their warlike instincts, and now that the expulsion of the Muslims 
from Spain was making progress, they were attracted further 
afield. The feudal laws of succession produced a numerous class of 
landless younger sons who, with other adventurers, were eager to 
carve out for themselves estates in new lands. The Italian and other 
rising commercial cities of the Mediterranean were anxious to 
develop a larger trade in the luxury products of the Levant and 
further Asia. All these martial and material impulses 'were canal- 
ized, directed, and consecrated by the powerful influence of the 
Church into the First Crusade, which took the Levant by storm in 
1099. 

The importance of the Crusades in the cultural history of 
Western Europe can hardly be overestimated for their effect in 
throwing open the windows of men’s minds to the influences of the 
Middle East, whose level of civilization was still far higher than 
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that of the West; but their influence on the history of the Middle 
East itself is much more restricted. The cultural contribution 
which the Crusader settlers in the Levant could make was com- 
paratively slight, except in the field of military architecture and 
tactics; and their presence in the Levant for two centuries was 
detrimental to it, in that their final expulsion was accompanied by 
the destruction of such important cities as Antioch, Tripoli, and 
Akka. The psychological impact of their invasion on the Mus lim 
world was much smaller than might be supposed. While the 
Christian minorities in the Levant welcomed the Franks and gave 
them valuable help, the petty Muslim princes of Syria, impressed 
by their warlike prowess, preferred to pay them tribute rather than 
to resist. Appeals for help to the feeble Abbasid caliph in Baghdad 
were ignored. The centre of Seljuk authority was now in Isfahan, 
six weeks’ journey from the Levant coast in those days; and the 
Seljuk sultan paid no heed to such distant alarms. The Crusaders 
were unable to consolidate their position more deeply than some 
fifty miles inland from the coast, and never occupied such strategic 
Muslim cities as Aleppo or Damascus. They were not, therefore, 
regarded for some time as a dangerous enemy to Islam, and no 
general jihad was declared against them. Instead they became a 
factor in the internecine intrigues and petty wars of the Mus lim 
principalities, the parties to which had no aversion from making 
alliances with the Crusaders against their own coreligionaries. 
Hence for the first thirty years the Crusaders had matters much 
their own way, and succeeded by their expansion across the Jordan 
in cutting the communication^ between Fatimid Egypt and Mus- 
lim Syria. Then, however, they found themselvesthreatenedby the 
Turkish atabeg (prince) of Mosul, whose ambitions for territorial 
aggrandizement found the exposed Crusader County of Edessa in 
1144 an easier victim than his Muslim neighbours. As the Fatimid 
dynasty was now fast degenerating, the contest between the 
Crusaders and the Atabegs resolved itself from 1x54 onwards, 
when the Atabegs had occupied Damascus, into a struggle for the 
possession of Egypt. This was won by the Atabegs, whose Kur dis h 
commander became the master of the Nile Valley in 1169. Two 
years later his nephew, the famous Saladin (Salah ud-Din al 
Ayyubi), deposed the last feeble Fatimid and reigned as Sultan in 
his stead. Asserting his independence of the Atabegs, he made him- 
self by 1183 ruler of a kingdom comprising Egypt and inland Syria, 
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completely enveloping the Crusader kingdom except for its out- 
post on the Red Sea at Aqaba. The Crusader freebooter Raynald 
de Chatillon provoked Saladin to a jihad by an abortive attempt to 
seize Mecca and Madina by way of the Red Sea. At the Horns of 
Hattin above Tiberias Saladin outgeneralled and shattered the 
Crusader army in 1187; Jerusalem fell, and two years later all that 
was left of the Frankish kingdom were the ports of Antioch, 
Tripoli, and Tyre. 

The Third Crusade, in which Richard Coeur-de-Lion of Eng- 
land played a prominent part, failed to do more than recover 
Cyprus and a strip of the Levant coast with Akka as its principal 
port; and for fifty years (1192-1244) the situation was a stalemate 
with, on the whole, peace between the Franks and their Muslim 
neighbours. Characteristic of the new age, in which both the 
fierce Crusading spirit and that of the jihad were out-of-date, was 
the peaceable accommodation between the Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick II and Saladin’s successor on the throne of Egypt, by 
which in 1229 the Frankish kingdom recovered the Holy Places of 
Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Nazareth and a strip of territory con- 
necting them with the port of Akka. In these pacific conditions the 
most important contribution of the Crusades was able to take root: 
namely, the great development of the Eastern trade by the Italian 
and other commercial cities, notably Venice, Genoa, and Pisa. 
Already in the early years of the Crusader kingdom they had ob- 
tained from the Frankish feudal rulers important concessions for 
their traders as the price of their participation in the material 
fitting-out of the Crusades : exemption from taxation and customs- 
dues, and legal autonomy in their special quarters in the Levant 
ports under the jurisdiction of their own consuls. Their friendly 
relations with Egypt at the beginning of the thirteenth century en- 
abled them to extend their commerce to that country, by treaties 
with the Ayyubid sultans dating from 1208, and so to lay the 
foundations of the prosperous Levant trade of Mediterranean 
Europe. 

After Saladin’s victories the Muslims no longer had any fear of 
•the Crusader power, but treated them as a convenient minor piece 
on the Middle Eastern chessboard. Early in the thirteenth century, 
however, the Muslims had to face a far more deadly menace in the 
invasion of their eastern lands by the heathen and desperately cruel 
Mongols, who, under their leader Jingiz Khan, came out of the 
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steppes of Eastern Asia that still bear their name. Between 1219 and 
1224 they overran Transoxiana and North Persia, and utterly 
destroyed the highly-civilized cities of those lands and massacred 
their inhabitants, before passing on across South Russia to establish 
an empire which extended from the Vistula to the Pacific. Such is 
the mental tortuousness of political strategists, especially those 
dominated by an ideology, that the directors of Christian policy 
actually conceived the idea of an alliance with these savages 
against the civilized and treaty-keeping Muslims of the Levant. In 
1245, following the loss ofjerusalem, largely as a result of Crusader 
intrigue against Egypt, Pope Innocent IV sent John de Piano 
Carpini on a political mission to Mongolia, and three years later 
St. Louis of France was also negotiating with the Mongols and sent 
the friar William of Rubruquis to their homeland. These missions 
brought no political success to the Crusader cause; but in 1253 
another and more grievous blow fell on the Muslim world in a 
Mongol invasion under Hulagu, the grandson of Jingiz. He over- 
ran South Persia and in 1258 captured Baghdad, massacring its 
inhabitants. He laid open Iraq to uncouth Turcoman 1 and Mongol 
herdsmen from the north-east, who by their neglect allowed the 
elaborate irrigation-system on which the country’s fertility de- 
pended to fall gradually into decay. Hulagu finally put an end to 
the Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, that pitiful relic of former Arab 
greatness. The triumphant Mongols pressed on to invade Syria 
and destroyed Aleppo, but were decisively defeated in North 
Palestine by the armies of Egypt in 1260. In Egypt, meanwhile, an 
important dynastic revolution had taken place: the last feeble 
sultan of Saladin’s line had been deposed by the Turkish com- 
mander-in-chief of his slave armies, himself originally a slave 
(mamluk); and for the next 250 years a ‘dynasty’ of these Mamluk 
commanders — usually Turkish by birth, sometimes Mongol or 
Circassian — was to rule Egypt, Palestine and Syria. The succession 
to the throne was sometimes hereditary, but more often the prize 
of the strongest, and intrigue and assassination were the rule. The 
millions of native Egyptians and Syrians, Muslim and Christian 
alike, had even less part in the government of their countries under 
this turbulent foreign soldateska than they had known in previous 

1 Medieval Arab and Persian historians apply this term to all the Turks of 
Western Asia, including the Seljuks and even sometimes the Ottoman Turks 
{Encyclopaedia of Islam, art. Turcoman). 
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centuries; but the day-to-day administration of Egypt, inherited 
from its Byzantine and Fatimid governors and in all probability 
the most efficient instrument of government which existed in the 
Middle Ages, 1 remained in the same patient Coptic and Jewish 
hands as before, sometimes to the unruly indignation of the Muslim 
city mobs, who vented their anger in pogroms. 

Some of the Frankish towns and strong-points of the Levant had 
assisted the Mongol invasion; and now the Mamluk Sultan Bay- 
bars took a merciless revenge. Between 1265 and 1268 he wrested 
from themjaffa, Caesarea, Nazareth, and the great city of Antioch. 
From 1272 to 1282 there was a precarious truce, during which his 
successor Qalawun inflicted another heavy defeat on the Mongols 
in Syria. In 1289 the Crusaders lost Tripoli, and two years later 
Akka, their last stronghold, fell and the seat of the Frankish king- 
dom was withdrawn to Cyprus. A third Mongol invasion of 
Syria c. 1300 was again checked by the Mamluk armies. 

By thus turning back from the Levant the threat of Mongol in- 
vasion, with its insensate lust for destruction of all that was finest 
and most civilized, the early Mamluk sultans have deserved well 
of history. Like the Ayyubids they were given overmuch to self- 
indulgence in military and palace architecture and the pleasures of 
the flesh. Nevertheless, consciously imitating Saladin and his fore- 
runner the Atabeg Nur ud-Din of Aleppo, the earlier Mamluks did 
spare an appreciable fraction of their revenues for the development 
of irrigation-canals, aqueducts and harbours, and for building 
hospitals, libraries, and schools. The primary purpose of these 
schools, however, was not so much to promote science and general 
learning as to propagate Sunni orthodoxy and combat the Shi’a, 
which was evidently still formidable. 2 The great Jewish physician 
and philosopher Moses Maimonides had found a welcome at 
Saladin s court when Moorish intolerance had driven him from 
his native Spain; and for a century Jewish and other doctors con- 
tinued his medical tradition in Egypt. By 1300, however, original 
scientific research was almost at an end in the Muslim East. In 
Egypt ancient superstition and magic, deeply rooted in the masses 
of the people as it still is, was reasserting itself; and scientific and 
scholarly activity was running to seed in unoriginal imitativeness 

1 H. A. R. Gibb, Ibn Battuta : Travels in Asia and Africa , 20. 

* Saladin had grimly closed the Fatimid network of Shi’i schools,^ the Diyar 
al-'Ilm, and dispersed their libraries. It was now that al-Azhar" became a 
Sunni mosque. * - . \ 
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and facile compilation. A high level of esoteric scholarship had 
been maintained in the higher grades of the Isma’ili sect, which was 
re-propagated c. 1090 in North Persia and North Syria; but both 
these centres were practically exterminated in the late thirteenth 
century by the Mongols and the Mamluks respectively. 1 Strangely 
enough, a temporarily fertile ground for at least some branches of 
science and scholarship was provided in North Persia andTrans- 
oxiana by the courts of the Mongols themselves. Inspired by his 
unlettered interest in astrology as a means of foretelling the future, 
Hulagu, the destroyer of Baghdad, founded an astronomical 
observatory and library at his capital of Maragha near Tabriz. 
About 1300 one of his descendants, who had been converted to 
Islam, endowed an observatory, library, and schools at Tabriz. A 
century later the Turco-Mongol conqueror Timur Leng (Tam- 
berlane) deported to his capital at Samarqand scholars, architects 
and craftsmen from the cities he had destroyed, such as Aleppo and 
Damascus; and his successor was patron of a flourishing astrono- 
mical observatory Samarqand in the first half of the fifteenth 
century. 

Instead of the resurgence of uncouth Turk and Mongol ending 
abruptly the growing commercial penetration of the Middle East 
from Europe, as might be supposed, it actually fostered it. Al- 
though the Mamluks severely punished the native Christians of the 
Levant for their complicity, real or suspected, with the Mongol 
invaders, 2 the Christian pilgrim-traffic to the Holy Places was too 
profitable a source of Mamluk revenue to be stopped; and this 
material consideration applied still more to the trade in the silks, 
spices, and other products of the further East, for which the peoples 
of Europe, now growing in sophistication, had acquired an 
insatiable appetite. Consequently, the Mamluks encouraged and 
took a heavy toll of this trade through Alexandria and the Levant 

3 On Alamut, the Persian centre, see Freya Stark, The Valley of the Assassins . 
The Isma’ilis continued a ruthless underground struggle against the Sunni 
rulers of the Muslim world, and gained the sinister title of 'Assassins’ (originally 
Hashshashin) by allegedly furnishing with ‘Dutch courage’ in the form of 
hashish members chosen from their lower grades whom they used to murder 
their political opponents. One of their first and most distinguished victims was 
the enlightened Seljuk wazir Nizam ul-Mulk. 

A minority of the Isma’iHs survived the destruction of their centres, and to- 
day some 200,000, who have long abandoned the aggressive tendencies of their 
forerunners, venerate as their Imam the Agha Khan, who claims descent from 
Ali in the forty-seventh generation, through the medieval Grand Masters of 
Alamut. 

2 V. Minorsky, Royal Central Asian Journal , XXVII (1940), 436. 
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ports, while the Mongols permitted Marco Polo and his kinsmen 
to make their famous journeys to Mongol-dominated China in the 
late thirteenth, century. In the following century we find mer- 
chants of Venice, Genoa, and other European cities trading with the 
Mongol capital at Tabriz via the Black Sea; and though the re- 
assertion of exclusive Chinese independence under the Ming 
dynasty once more closed China to Europeans, Timur Leng and 
his successors in the fifteenth century continued to encourage 
European trade with their dominions in West-central Asia. Trade 
with the Mamluk kingdom in the Levant became a virtual mono- 
poly of Venice, who had finally disposed of her rival Genoa in a 
ruthless commercial war. Both Venice and the Mamluks extracted 
an exorbitant profit from the trade; but in the fifteenth century 
Mamluk predatoriness became too much even for the Venetians, 
and when the exacting Sultan Bars-bay raised his excise-duty on 
pepper to 160 per cent, they successfully brought pressure cn him 
by threatening to withdraw their merchants from Alexandria. 

Meanwhile, the political stability of the Middle East countries 
had continued to deteriorate, until only an enforced re-unification, 
however roughly and arbitrarily imposed and with whatever 
further loss of cultural vitality, could save the whole from ruin. 
The raids of Timur Leng c. 1400 had ruined Aleppo, Damascus, 
and other Syrian cities; had erected 120 towers of skulls of the in- 
habitants of Baghdad alone; and had completed the work begun 
by Hulagu in converting Iraq from a land of irrigated agriculture 
to a land given over in the main to the nomadic herds of the Tur- 
coman and the Bedouin. Mamluk rule likewise deteriorated 
sharply after c. 1340. In the next 128 years there were no fewer 
than twenty-nine Mamluk sultans, ruling for an average of only 
four and a half years apiece. In Egypt, Palestine and Syria alike the 
cultivator was oppressed by the irresponsible Mamluk feudalland- 
lords, whose incomes depended on the amount of land-tax they 
could extort from their peasantry. Bedouin and Turcoman raiders 
pillaged the settled lands, and the former actually sacked Jerusalem 
in 1480. The cities of Syria and Palestine were largely ruined by the 
continual revolts of local governors, and the public benefactions of 
better days, such as schools and hospitals, were extensively con- 
verted by the trustees to their personal profit. A contemporary 
Muslim historian estimated that the population of the Mamluk 
empire was reduced to one-third of its figure at the beginning of 

5 
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their rule; 1 and though his figures cannot be statistically verified, 
the hundreds of archaeological sites, which are abundantly covered 
with medieval Arab pottery but are now abandoned, bear material 
testimony to the extent of the depopulation. An important factor 
contributing to tills depopulation in the later fourteenth century 
was the Black Death and the famine which accompanied it in two 
appalling visitations in successive generations. ‘In a young and 
vigorous society the effects of such a disaster soon disappear; but 
where the social order is already reeling, many decades are required 
before equilibrium can be regained. This respite was not granted to 
the Islamic world.’ 2 

For already the political forces which were to fill the anarchic 
vacuum of the Mamluk empire and of equally disorganized Iraq 
and Persia were taking shape. The Seljuk unity of Asia Minor had 
been shattered by the Mongol invasions of the mid-thirteenth 
century, but without basically altering the Turkish character of the 
dominant section of the population. About 1300 a small Turkish 
principality founded by one Othman around Brusa in the north- 
west of the peninsula was beginning to expand at the expense of its 
Turkish neighbours and the moribund Byzantine Empire to the 
north. In 1353 Othman’s descendants invaded Europe and in 1361 
established their European capital at Adrianople (Edirne), blocking 
the route from Constantinople to the Balkan hinterland and so 
isolating the capital of Orthodox Christianity from its potential 
Orthodox alhes, the Slavs. A powerful coalition led by the Serbs 
was shattered by the Ottoman Turks in the battle of the Kossovo 
Plain in 1389. By 1400 they had extended their northern frontier 
to the Danube and incorporated the greater part of Asia Minor; 
Constantinople itself was on the point of falling; but at this 
moment the irresistible thunderbolt of Timur Leng struck them. 
Crushingly defeated at Ankara in 1402, the Ottomans lost Asia 
Minor, but their kingdom survived in the Balkans. From 1420 
onwards they began to acquire from Western Europe the use of 
firearms; in 1453 they gave the coup-de-grace to the Byzantine 
Empire by taking Constantinople; and by 1468 they had com- 
pleted the reconquest of Asia Minor, and so became neighbours 
and rivals of the Mamluk empire on the borders of North Syria. 
For a generation they were kept in check by Qait Bey (1468-95), a 

1 Hitti, op, cit., 696. 

2 H. A. R. Gibb, Ibn Battuta : Travels in Asia and Africa , 24 f. 
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Mamluk sultan at last worthy of his first predecessors. Instead they 
successfully assaulted Persia. 1 In 1514 the Turkish troops armed 
with muskets and supported by 300 cannon were too much for the 
Persian cavalry without firearms. It was now the turn of the Mam- 
luks, who were suspected of complicity with the Persian shah. 
They also had no guns as yet, and their cavalry were routed near 
Aleppo in 1516. They hastened to acquire some few pieces of ord- 
nance to meet the advancing Ottoman army, but the outcome of a 
second battle outside Cairo next year was the same. The Mamluk 
sultanate was no more. The pitiful Abbasid puppet-caliph, last of a 
line which had been set up in Cairo by the first of the great Mam- 
luks in 1260 following the Mongol sacking of Baghdad, and 
under whose nominal authority the Mamluks had continued to 
rule, was carried off from Cairo to Constantinople. By this token 
the centre of gravity once more passed from Egypt to the city on 
the Bosporus; and Cairo sank to the level of a provincial capital. 

Appendix: The Principal Doctrines of Islam. 

The essential core of Muslim belief is the Oneness of God. The 
Muslim Creed begins with the words la ilah ill’ Allah, ‘There is no 
god but God’. Prom this follow his various attributes of omni- 
potence, omniscience, omnipresence, etc. 

The Creeds ends, wa-Mohammed rasul Allah, ‘and Mohammed is 
the apostle of God’. No divinity is thereby claimed for the Prophet. 
He is wholly human, the last and greatest of an ascending series of 
prophets, borrowed from the Jewish Old Testament. The series 
comprises the Patriarchs culminating in Moses, and the kings 
David and Solomon, but not the prophets of the periods immedi- 
ately before and after the Exile. Higher than all, and next in rank 
to Mohammed himself comes Jesus, ‘from the breath (spirit) of 
God’ as the Qur’an describes him. He and His Mother are honoured 
by Muslims; but Jesus again is regarded as wholly human, and the 
Christian doctrines of His Incarnation, Crucifixion, and Resur- 
rection are held to be misguided. 

Muslims accordingly hold the Christian doctrine of the Trinity 
to be an offence against the essential Unity of God, and therefore 

1 A new dynasty, the Safavid, winning the support of the populace of the 
Persian cities by its adoption of moderate Shi'i doctrines as the religion of 
dynasty and state, had newly unified Persia c. 1500 after centuries of disunion 
and anarchy. Their dynasty lasted until 1722. 
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a flagrant heresy. The orthodox Muslim belief in the eternal, un- 
created Qur’an, the archetype of that dictated to Muhammad 
by the Archangel Gabriel, serves to bridge the gulf which divides 
the Muslim worshipper from his wholly transcendent God. 
‘The Word was made Book and dwelt among us’, a Muslim 
might paraphrase St. John’s Gospel, and such a dilution (in 
effect) of the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation has perhaps 
eased the passage to Islam of its occasional Western adherents 
unable to stomach the richer diet of the Catholic Faith. 

Muslims believe in a Resurrection of the body preceding the 
Lastjudgement, with physical rewards in Heaven and punishments 
in Hell. These Last Things will be preceded by the coming of the 
Mahdi, the divinely-guided, having the same names as the Prophet" 
himself. This concept of the Mahdi has been left obscurely in the 
background of orthodox Sunni Islam, but among the poor and 
underprivileged sections of the Sunni community self-styled 
Mahdis have appeared from time to time to deliver them from 
oppression and institute a reign of righteousness; and in the Shi’ a 
the Mahdi has much greater importance, since he is there none 
other than the Hidden Imam returning to his people. 

In its dogmatic essentials Islam is thus closely akin to Judaism, 
with some superficial borrowings from Christianity, the whole 
given a distinctively Arabian orientation after its rejection by the 
Jews of Madina. Modem Muslim apologists emphasize the de- 
generation of moral behaviour in Christendom from the standards 
prescribed by the New Testament, and compare this situation 
unfavourably with the more attainable (because less ideal) system 
of legal and social regulations prescribed for Muslims by the 
Qur’an and the Traditions of the Prophet. It was these regula- 
tions, superimposed on the simple dogmatic foundation, that 
originally brought together the individualist Arab tribes as a con- 
quering force, that imposed a social unity upon the national and 
cultural diversity of the Muslim world in its greatest days, and 
that maintains a sense of unity even to-day after centuries of 
decay and neglect. The present machine-age may have under- 
mined the belief of many ‘educated’ Muslims in the dogmas of 
their religion; but though they have become free-thinkers or even 
atheists, they remain notwithstanding within the social com- 
munity of Islam. 



CHAPTER III 


The Ottoman and Persian Empires and the Growth 
of European Enterprise ( 1517—1770 ) 

L ike the Byzantine Empire, the Ottoman Turks had to divide 
their effective power between the Middle East and their even 
more important interests in the Balkans. Both empires were 
essentially Levantine; but they wasted their resources in continual 
wars against a powerful rival in Persia, from which they were 
estranged by deep religious differences. Just as the inconclusive 
Byzantine-Persian wars weakened both states and exposed them to 
the Arab invasion and conquest, so the inconclusive Ottoman- 
Persian wars of the sixteenth-eighteenth centuries weakened both 
and exposed them to European commercial penetration, leading 
eventually to their helpless manipulation by European Powers in 
the nineteenth century. In both the Byzantine and the Ottoman 
periods the possession of Iraq was disputed with Persia, and in both 
periods likewise the sovereign in Constantinople, being also the 
master of Egypt, was led by force of geographical propinquity to 
seek to control the opposite Arabian coast of the Red Sea; but with 
little permanent effect, so that in both periods the greater part of the 
Arabian peninsula remained practically independent of the Great 
Power ruling in the Levant, and was only lightly touched by its 
civilization. 

The Ottoman principles of provincial administration were not 
unlike the Byzantine, though in a cruder form. The Empire was 
essentially military in its organization, audits object was frankly the 
power and well-being ofthe state, personifiedby the sovereign, with 
little thought for the well-being of its subjects. It distributed large 
tracts of land in feudalfiefs to its military commanders, though with- 
out disturbing the existing tenant-cultivators. The function of the 
provinces was to provide the central government with revenue in 
the form of material wealth and manpower for the armies, and the 
function of the provincial governor to collect this revenue, with 
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only secondary thought for the social or economic good of the 
provincials. Provided that these demands were met, there was little 
deliberate interference with the racial or religious status of the 
population, except such as might arise locally from the presence of 
garrisons and officials of the ruling race and creed. The Christians 
in the Ottoman Empire continued to fare much as they had fared 
under preceding Muslim rulers, and their lot was distinctly better 
than that of the Jews in medieval and twentieth-century Central 
and Eastern Europe. The Turks showed greater toleration to the 
Christians in the Asiatic provinces, where they were a small and 
submissive minority, than in the Balkans, where they constituted a 
rebellious majority constantly intriguing with the neighbouring 
enemy Powers, Austria and Russia. 1 Catholic missions were ad- 
mitted, not only to the Levant, but to Baghdad and Basra as early 
as the seventeenth century, though they were always exposed to 
the caprice of changing local authority. In the depopulated Pales- 
tine of the eighteenth century the pilgrim-dues were the most 
important item of revenue. The yearly pilgrimage of some 4,000 
persons c. 1750 had risen to 10-12,000 when the French traveller 
Volney visited Palestine in 1784, and the tax collected for their 
visit to the Jordan alone amounted to three times the tax-assess- 
ment of the town of Gaza, then the most populous town in Pales- 
tine. 2 

The Turks were a racial minority in their great empire, and made 
no attempt at the general colonization of the conquered provinces. 
The empire was conceived on no narrow Turkish-national basis, 
but was a comprehensive empire like the Abbasid or the Roman. 
Whatever a man’s race or birthplace, he was eligible for govern- 
ment-service and could attain the highest office, provided that he 
conformed to the general cultural pattern of the empire: the reli- 
gion and social customs of Sunni Islam; a military background of 
training and experience; and the Turkish language, which under 
the Ottomans (while absorbing a multitude of forms of expression 
and loan-words from Arabic and Persian) had yet triumphantly 
asserted itself as the language of the ruling-class against those two 
languages of an older and higher civilization. While the bulk of 

1 The Slaughter and obliteration of a great part of the Armenian nation* were 
the ‘logical and morbid sequence* of a ‘game of plots, incitements and solicita- 
tions, of counter-plots and massacres* carried on between the Russian, Otto- 
man, and Persian Empires for over 300 years; see W. E. D. Allen: History of 

the Georgian People (1932), p. 164. 2 De Haas, op. cit., 3 57 ft, with references. 
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senior officials were Turks, Syrian and Palestinian townsmen 
gained by their innate keenness of intellect an appreciable number 
of senior posts; the sturdy and vigorous Kurds found openings in 
the military and administrative career; but Iraqis were mainly con- 
fined to the lower grades; and before 1850 the native Egyptian was 
treated, like the fellahin everywhere in the empire, as a beast of 
burden. The Turks left considerable local authority to non-Turk- 
ish ruling-groups, especially in the less accessible districts : examples 
are the Kurds in their mountain-valleys; the Shi’i Arab tribal chiefs 
of Lower Iraq; the Druze 1 amirs who then domi n ated the 
Lebanese mountains. Even the defeated Mamluks remained more 
numerous than the Turkish officials and soldiery in Egypt. They 
were indispensable for the administration of that country; their 
amirs remained governors of the sanjaqs (sub-provinces); and they 
continued through the centuries to maintain their numbers by im- 
porting fresh slaves, especially from the Caucasus. By 1600 no 
distinction could be made between the Mamluks and the Ottoman 
Turks in Egypt. Both were called ‘Turks’ to differentiate them 
from the native Egyptians; Turkish blood and speech had pre- 
ponderated among the Mamluks from the beginning. A new 
and authoritative study of this period has concluded that, despite 
all its defects, Ottoman rule provided the Arab provinces (at least 
down to the beginning of the eighteenth century) with a period 
of relative tranquillity after the disasters of the 150 years that 
had preceded the Ottoman conquest. 2 

The absence of a constructive long-term policy of administration 
was greatly aggravated by the shortness of tenure of the pashas, or 
provincial governors. They were often changed annually; in 280 
years of direct Ottoman rule Egypt had 100 pashas, while Damas- 
cus had 133 in the first 180 years of Ottoman dominion. High 
office was purchased by bribery, and retained only by the prompt 

1 The Druze sect, numbering to-day some 150,000 persons in the Jebel Druze 
(Southern Syria), Lebanon and North Palestine, originated in the eccentric 
Fatimid caliph al-Hakim, the fanatical destroyer of the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem, who in 1017 declared himself the incarnation of God on 
earth, and shortly afterwards mysteriously disappeared. His followers declared 
that he was not dead, but merely in hiding till his return as Mahdi. Persecuted 
by his successors on the Fatimid throne, they found a refuge in Syria under the 
leadership of one Darazi, after whom the Druze are named. Practising their cult 
in secret to avoid persecution through the centuries, they have always been 
considered by Muslims of all sects to be so extreme in heresy as to constitute a 
distinct religion. 

2 Gibb and Bowen, p. 209, and ch, IV, passim. 



The Ottoman and Persian Empires 61 

forwarding of tribute to Istanbul and repeated bakhshish to power- 
ful courtiers. The pasha compensated himself out of the pro- 
vincial revenues, and by farming out the collection of taxes to the 
highest bidder. Such impermanent and irresponsible administra- 
tion could not be better than indifferent. The far-seeing Sultan 
Sulaiman I (surnamed by Turks the Lawgiver, and by contem- 
porary Europeans the Magnificent, 1520-66) carried out useful 
public works, such as the improvement of the water-supply of 
Jerusalem and Mecca, and work on canals and flood-prevention in 
stricken Iraq. There were pashas who founded new mosques 
under the impulse of piety or the prickings of overburdened con- 
sciences; but on the whole the Ottoman administration built very 
few roads, or hospitals, or schools; as late as 1838 a traveller could 
not find a single bookshop in either Damascus or Aleppo. The 
Turks paid little attention to the improvement or maintenance of 
agriculture and irrigation, or to the settlement and control of the 
Bedouin, who had greatly encroached on the settled lands in the 
Time of Troubles of the preceding centuries. Many villages were 
abandoned and towns dwindled in size, except such ports as were 
temporarily favoured with European trade. Great Alexandria, 
by-passed by the opening of the Cape Route and left with only a 
meagre trade in the products of Egypt, the Sudan, and Southern 
Arabia, shrank from a populous city to a town of 10,000 people or 
less. The peasant sowed only sufficient land to produce a crop he 
could harvest quickly and hide away from the tax-collector. In 
Syria cultivators abandoned their fields and sought a living in the 
towns or took refuge in the less accessible mountain-valleys. In 
Egypt irrigation was allowed to decay, and the orderly distribu- 
tion of water lapsed. ‘Village fought village for the right to a 
water-channel; farmers came in the night, cut the dykes, and 
emptied their neighbours’ water on to their own land. Deprived 
of water, beaten and oppressed by their overlords, many of the 
fellahin deserted their land and turned to a life of brigandage and 
crime on the waste lands between the villages.’ 1 By the eighteenth 
century, Egypt, once the granary of the Roman Empire with 
seven to ten million inhabitants, had become barely self-support- 
ing in food, even though her estimated population had fallen to 
two and a half millions. Famine was frequent, and so was pesti- 
lence, by which half-a-million died in Egypt in 16x9, and 230 

1 Crouchley, op. cit., 14. 
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villages were desolated in 1643. In the mid-seventeenth century 
the country between Aleppo and that part of the Euphrates 
nearest to the city was fertile and efficiently irrigated, but a century 
later the land had become a desert; 1 and at the end of the eight- 
eenth century it is stated that only one-eighth of the villages 
formerly on the tax-register of the Aleppo pashaliq were still 
inhabited. The population of Syria and Palestine combined was 
then estimated at only one and a half millions, with that of 
Palestine shrunken to perhaps under 200,000. 

Already by 1600 the authority of the provincial governors was 
weakening as the brief noontide of the Ottoman Empire passed. 
Sometimes the provinces relapsed into anarchy; but sometimes the 
power of the pashas was superseded by that of local rulers who 
afforded greater internal stability, the possibility of sounder econo- 
mic life, and freer commercial enterprise to European merchants, 
than did the transient and rapacious Turkish administrators. The 
Druze amirs of the Lebanon became virtually independent of the 
Porte, and the relative security of life under their rule attracted a 
considerable immigration from other parts of Syria. Outstanding 
among them was Fakhr ud-Din, who carved out a kingdom for 
himself in Lebanon and North Palestine between 1585 and 1635. 
He made his own diplomatic agreements with European Powers; 
encouraged the production and export of silk and cotton through 
his ports of Sidon and Beirut in exchange for European goods; and 
introduced Christian missions and European engineers. Prom 1600 
to 1669 the pashaliq of Basra enjoyed firm government and pros- 
perity under the local family of Afrasyab. Later it was the turn of 
the Baghdad pashaliq to find stability and tolerant rule under 
Hasan Pasha and his son Ahmed Pasha, 1704-47. After the death 
of the latter, effective control remained till 1832 in the hands of a 
corps of Georgian Mamluks, the majority Christian by birth, 
which the two pashas had built up. The Georgian Sulaiman Pasha 
the Great united the three pashaliqs of Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul 
from 1780 to 1802, paying only formal recognition to the Otto- 
man Sultan in the form of ‘constant reports, rarer presents, and 
yet less frequent tribute.’ 2 Until about 1750 Egypt was less 
fortunate. The Ottoman pashas had long ceased to exercise any 
real authority, and the unhappy country was torn by the struggles 

1 C. P. Grant, The Syrian Desert } 161, n. 1, 

* Longrigg, op. cit, 199. 
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for supremacy of the Mamluk beys. Their tyranny and oppression 
of the weak went uncontrolled. f In no province did Muslim fer- 
vour bum so bright against the infidel; nowhere was the power of 
the Sultan more relaxed; and the Franks who dwelt there were 
subjected to a regime of extortion and ill-treatment at the hands 
of the beys, which in its insolence and regularity far exceeded 
that experienced elsewhere in the Levant. . . . The natives seem 
to have had an innate antipathy to all Europeans, and lost no 
opportunity of molesting or reviling them with ferocity and 
fanaticism. ’ ■ 1 The situation was temporarily improved by Ali Bey, 
who tried to reform the financial system and the administration 
of justice and suppress the brigandage of the Bedouin. In 1770 
he declared his complete independence of the Sultan, and allied 
himself with adh-Dhahir, the governor of Galilee, who had 
expelled the Turkish officials from his province, revived the 
derelict port of Akka for the export of cotton and silk, and was 
in the habit of distributing free seed to the fellahin and remitting 
their taxes in bad years. Before the two rebels could achieve 
much in their respective provinces, however, they met their deaths 
in 1773 at the hands of jealous rivals. 

★ ★ ★ 

In antiquity the Mediterranean, had been the main focus of 
European civilization and commerce; and though the importance 
of that sea as a channel of cultural contacts had been diminished 
when the Muslims overran and conquered its southern shores, the 
Crusades had done much to restore its former commerce. Even 
after the expulsion of the Franks from the Levant, the Mediter- 
ranean trading-cities, especially Venice and Genoa, had continued 
to enjoy a lively commerce with the Muslim East. In the mean- 
time, however, the small Atlantic kingdom of Portugal had suc- 
ceeded in the fourteenth century in freeing itself from the Muslims, 
and under the inspiration of Prince Henry the Navigator (1394- 
1460) her seamen began to explore the Atlantic coast of Africa 
southwards. Henry’s general motive was evidently to carry on the 
Crusades by an attempt to outflank the Dar ul-Islam both strategic- 
ally and commercially; to divert the trade in the gold and other 


1 Wood, op, cit., 124, 234, 
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products of West Africa from Muslim hands; to make contact 
south of the Sahara with the Negus of Ethiopia (‘Prester John ) 
and jointly assail the Muslims from the south; and he may also have 
planned in his later life to win control for Portugal of the Indian 
trade, which was now the main source of wealth of the Muslim 
world. 1 The progress of Portuguese exploration was naturally 
slow at first, and by the time of Henry’s death had gone no further 
south than Sierra Leone; but in the following generation their 
seamen pushed onwards, until in 1488 Bartholomew Diaz at last 
rounded the Cape of Good Hope. Ten years later Vasco da Gama 
went on to reach the Muslim coastal towns of East Africa, where he 
secured an Indian pilot who conducted him on to Southern India. 
The King of Portugal now adopted the grandiose title of ‘Lord of 
the Conquest, Navigation, and Commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia, 
Persia, and India’, and in spite of Muslim resistance further trading 
expeditions were sent to their station at Calicut, bringing home 
cargoes of spices. 

The Mamluks of Egypt and the Republic of Venice were equally 
alarmed at this by-passing of their extremely profitable joint 
monopoly of die Indian trade with Europe. The Mamluk Sultan 
threatened to destroy the Christian Holy Places if the Portuguese 
did not abandon their Indian voyages, and the Prior of St. Cather- 
ine’s Monastery on Sinai actually journeyed to Rome and tried to 
persuade die Pope to forbid them. The Venetians, who had in- 
stigated the so-called Fourth Crusade against Constantinople in 
order to destroy a trade-rival and had looked with complacency on 
the fall of the same city to the Ottoman Turks, even went so far as 
to supply timber to the Mamluks to build warships in an attempt to 
sweep the Portuguese from the Indian Ocean. But the Portuguese 
ocean-going ships and mariners were more than a match for the 
Muslim vessels and sailors, accustomed in the main to the more 
sheltered seas of the Levant and the Middle East. They occupied 
the strategically-placed islands of Socotra and Hormuz in an 
attempt to blockade the Muslim fleets within the Red Sea and the 
Persian Gulf respectively, and repelled a Mamluk naval attack on 
their Indian ports. Lisbon rapidly took the place of Venice as the 
European clearing-house for Indian goods, and the Cape Route 
began to supersede the old sea and land-routes to the Mediter- 
ranean. Admiral de Albuquerque is even said to have formed a 
1 Prestage, op. cit., 29 ff., 165 ff. 
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plan, to divert the Upper Nile into the Red Sea and so deprive 
Egypt of her vital water-supply. 

In the Persian Gulf the Portuguese had occupied by 1515 the 
strategic and trading posts of Muscat, Hormuz, and Bahrain; but 
they were never able to seize permanent bases in the Red Sea, 
since the opposition of the Mamluk and subsequently the Otto- 
man navies held them in check. Though they enjoyed for the 
moment a monopoly of the Cape Route, they had by no means 
diverted all the traffic from the Overland Route. Throughout the 
sixteenth century Arab traders were still bringing the silks, spices, 
dyes and drugs of the East and the coffee of the Yemen up the Red 
Sea and across the desert to Cairo and Alexandria, and trade also 
continued to follow the route from the Persian Gulf via the Syrian 
steppe to the Levant ports. Caravans of four to six hundred camels 
were common, and Aleppo became the leading trading-centre of 
Syria; there are several references to the city in Shakespeare. In 
1521 Venice obtained from the Sultan a commercial concession of 
the form which was to become common, granting her traders 
freedom from customs-duties or other taxation beyond a stated 
limit, and judicial extraterritoriality under the authority of their 
own consuls. These were the so-called Capitulations (i.e. the 
‘chapters’ of the concession) modelled on precedents of the 
Crusader and Mamluk periods. 1 Commercial pre-eminence in the 
Mediterranean was now, however, passing from Venice to France, 
to whom capitulations were granted in 1536. By the time Eliza- 
bethan England entered upon the Levantine commercial scene, 
founding in 1581 the Levant Company of Merchants to trade her 
good woollen cloth and tin for eastern products, the French were 
already well established; and though they could not prevent the 
English from opening a consulate in Aleppo, they did successfully 
obstruct the opening of an English consulate at Alexandria. In any 
case, the stout English woollens found little sale in torrid Egypt. 

Already before the accession of Queen Elizabeth the English had 
begun to chafe at the Portuguese monopoly of the Far Eastern 
trade. The population was increasing. The manufacture of woollen 
cloth was outstripping the demands of the home market; but not 
yet feeling strong enough to challenge the Portuguese by attempt- 

1 They were destined to survive down to the twentieth century and make 
difficulties for diplomats and administrators in the altered conditions of the 
Middle East, 
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ing the Cape Route, the English tried to by-pass it by seeking a 
North-East Passage round northern Europe to the Far East, and in 
1553 founded the Muscovy Company for this purpose. ‘The ad- 
vocates of the scheme asserted with confidence that in Cathay with 
its cool climate, its teeming and (it was believed) wealthy popula- 
tion, a lucrative market for English woollens would certainly be 
found; while, once the dangers of the northern ice had been passed, 
it would be a comparatively easy matter to proceed from Cathay 
to the Moluccas, and there lade for the return voyage the spices so 
much in demand in the European markets.’ 1 The climatic diffi- 
culties of the North-East Passage frustrated these hopes; but 
Antony Jenkinson, commander of the Company’s fleet, travelled 
from Moscow down the Volga and crossed the Caspian to establish 
trade-relations with the Persian capital at Qazvin in 1561. This 
roundabout route was, however, abandoned twenty years later 
owing to the founding of the Levant Company and to the anarchy 
which was already threatening Persia. 

In 1583 four English travellers set out on an exploratoryjourney 
from Aleppo to Malacca via Baghdad and the Persian Gulf. In 
1591, the year in which the sole survivor of this expedition arrived 
in England, three English ships were sent via the Cape to the Far 
East on a voyage of reconnaissance, the Portuguese power being 
now in decline. Meanwhile the Dutch had in 1581 wrested their 
independence from Spain, and were now ready to embark on the 
commercial enterprises which the dense population of their small 
country, totalling about half that of contemporary England, 
forced upon them. By 1599 the Dutch had sent successful expedi- 
tions to the East Indies; and in that year the English East India Co. 
was founded, largely by merchants of the Levant Co., ‘to set forth a 
voyage to the East Indies and the other isles and countries there- 
abouts.’ In its infancy the Company undertook a voyage only once 
every two or three years, each being separately financed by sub- 
scriptions and levies from its members. The Dutch companies, on 
the other hand, were federated in 1602 into the ‘United East India 
Company’, practically a department of state with a permanently 
subscribed capital of the then immense sum of over half-a-million 
pounds. 2 Soon it was ‘covering the Indian Ocean with its fleets, 
threatening to displace the loose Portuguese monopoly in favour 

1 Foster, op* cit., 5 f. 

1 J. A. Williamson, Short History of British Expansion, I, 219, 
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of one far more complete and aggressive, and making the effort of 
the English company seem puny.’ 1 The English company was 
indeed for the first fifty years of its existence chaotically financed 
and administered, and it was obstructed rather than helped by the 
early Stuart governments. 2 

Meanwhile the English brothers Sir Antony and Sir Robert 
Sherley had in 1598 received a warm welcome from the illustrious 
and enterprising Shah Abbas the Great of Persia (1587-1629), who 
was seeking the most favourable market for Persia’s raw silk, her 
main commodity for export and largely a royal monopoly. The 
Persian Gulf was still dominated from Hormuz by the Portuguese, 
who ‘were everywhere hated by the native populations on ac- 
count of the savage cruelty which they had constantly used to 
mask their deficiency in real force’; 3 the route to the Levant coast 
was controlled by the Shah’s enemy, the Ottoman Sultan, for his 
own profit; and the Caspian route was impossibly roundabout. 
The Shah accordingly sent first Antony and then Robert as his 
ambassador to the capitals of Europe to seek alliance against the 
Ottoman Empire and trade-relations.- The East India Co., which 
had already opened a factory (trading-station) at Surat north of 
Bombay in 1612, accepted the Shah’s proposals, and sent ships in 
1616 to the Persian Gulf to trade with his capital at Isfahan. The 
Portuguese at Hormuz made a determined attempt to intercept the 
Company’s merchant-ships, in return for which a joint Anglo- 
Persian expedition in 1622 expelled them from Hormuz and the 
Persians drove them out of Bahrain also. Their decline was 
accelerated by their loss of Muscat in 1650 and the closing of their 
factory at Basra. 

The East India Co. now had factories at the Shah’s new port of 
Bandar Abbas, with branches at Isfahan and Shiraz; at Mokha for 
the Yemen coffee-trade; and soon afterwards at Basra for trade 
by river-boat with Baghdad. However, the reorganization of the 
Company in 1661 was followed by a change of policy and the 
abandoning of all these factories. Experience had shown that it was 
not profitable for the Company to operate the local coastal trade, 
which was the natural business of the highly efficient Asiatic ship- 
ping. The Company accordingly concentrated its staffs at a few 

1 Foster, op. cit., 183. 

2 J. A. Williamson, The Ocean in English History, 104 ff. 

3 Williamson, Short History , I. 223. 
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central factories, but without losing the local trade, since its 
regular liners making the Cape passage continued to be fed by the 
‘country ships’ not under its command. 1 

The successful development of the Cape Route had largely 
diverted the trade in East Indian products from the Overland 
Route. The transport costs of the long desert crossing and the 
profits exacted by the several middlemen through whose hands the 
goods passed raised the cost of pepper from 2 \d. per lb. in India to 
2S. at Aleppo, and that of cloves from gd. per lb. to 4s. The spices 
which reached Western Europe via the Cape cost only one-third 
of what they cost via Aleppo, and thus it was actually profitable for 
the Levant Co. in 1614 to re-export Indian goods from England to 
the Levant, since they could still undersell the same commodities 
brought there by the Overland Route. By the second half of the 
seventeenth century the Levant Co., three-quarters of whose im- 
ports into England had consisted of Persian silk, was feeling severe- 
ly the competition of the East India Co., which was importing 
Persian raw silk and Indian manufactured silks and calicos via the 
Cape Route. But the Privy Council had the foresight to support 
the East India Co.; and the silk trade through Aleppo continued to 
decline to one-half of its former figure. 

The strain of the wars of the later seventeenth century, first 
against England and then against Louis XIV of France, was too 
much for the vitality of the Dutch state, and her commercial activi- 
ties in the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf began to flag. Mean- 
while France, under Louis XIV’s far-seeing minister Colbert, had 
begun to plan the creation of a maritime commercial empire. He 
opened factories in India, sent an embassy to Persia in 1664 and ob- 
tained trading-rights at Bandar Abbas and Isfahan. French com- 
petition in the Levant also was stimulated by Colbert, and dur ing 
the eighteenth century her commercial interests in these lands were 
always greater than the English. In Egypt France secured a virtual 
monopoly, with fifty merchants in Cairo in 1702 and other estab- 
lishments at Alexandria and Rosetta, compared with only two 
English merchants at Cairo and Alexandria. The policy of the 
Levant Co., which was content to secure a high rate of profit on a 
comparatively small volume of sales, was partly responsible for the 

1 Williamson, The Ocean inEnglish History, 101 ff., and especially 109 ff., cor- 
recting the older hypothesis that the withdrawal of the East India Co. from 
local trading was primarily due to successful Dutch competition. 
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sharp decline in English trade in favour of France. While the 
English cloth had the highest reputation, the French was lighter and 
better suited to the climate, It was, moreover, xo per cent, cheaper; 
and when English clothiers did produce a th inn er and cheaper cloth 
its quality was so inferior that the Levant merchants would not 
touch it. It was said that the Turks of Istanbul ‘could neither be 
clothed, at the. price and in the manner they wished, nor have coffee 
to drink’ without buying from the French. 1 French trade with the 
Levant increased with extraordinary rapidity, and on the eve of 
the French Revolution was three times as great as the volume of 
English trade to those countries. Between 1778 and 1791 the 
English Levant Co. was compelled to close down its four factories 
in Syria, leaving the French in full possession of the trade. Politic- 
ally also France was acknowledged by the Sultan as protector of all 
the Catholics within bis Empire. 

In Persia and Iraq however, the commercial situation in the 
eighteenth century was far different. The French East India Co. 
was ill-organized and ill-supported from Paris; and consequently 
the decline of the Dutch left the English to enjoy the bulk of the 
Persian Gulf trade through the prosperous factories which it re- 
opened at Bandar Abbas and Basra. As a result of the internal 
anarchy in Persia which followed on the Afghan invasion of 1722, 
however, most of the European factories in that country had 
eventually to be closed, and in 1761 the main seat of British trade 
was shifted to Basra, where the East India Co.’s resident was raised 
to the rank of consul. In 1766 the Company lent the Pasha of 
Baghdad six ships to deal with unruly tribesmen in Lower Iraq, and 
in 1780 it helped Sulaiman Pasha the Great to secure his succession 
to the pashaliq and so won his friendship. Britain’s commercial 
position in the Gulf was now pre-eminent, and she was acquiring 
through it a growing political influence also. In 1798 the Com- 
pany’s Resident at Bushire, which had become the principal 
station on the Persian coast after the closing of Bandar Abbas, was 
asked to arbitrate in a dispute between the Pasha of Baghdad and 
the Sultan of Oman. 

Like the Chinese, the rulers and inhabitants of the Ottoman 
Empire continued, long after their civilization and power had 
passed its peak, to regard the European strangers in their midst as 

1 They had made a trade treaty with the Governor of IVIokha in 1709, and in 
1738 temporarily occupied the port in a dispute over debts to French traders. 

6 
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immeasurably their inferiors. Till about 1830a foreign ambassador 
was kept waiting on a bench in the courtyard of the Serai to await 
the Grand Vezir’s pleasure, and was finally introduced to the Sultan 
as ‘the naked and hungry barbarian who has ventured to rub bis 
brow upon the Sublime Porte’. The Grand Vezir informed the 
English Ambassador c. 1680: ‘You and all other ambassadors are 
sent here by your respective princes to answer for the lives and 
estates of all Muslims all over the world that are endangered or 
suffer by their respective subjects, and you are a hostage here to 
answer for all damage done by Englishmen all over the world.’ As 
late as 1798, when the Ottoman Empire went to war with a 
European state its ambassador was flung into the Prison of the 
Seven Towers, ‘a pile of noisome dungeons’. If this was the pre- 
vailing tone of diplomatic courtesies, it is not surprising that 
European merchants in the Levant were obliged to wear Oriental 
dress to minimize the risk of insult by the populace. The merchants 
were beginning to revert to European dress c. 1700 in Istanbul and 
Smyrna, and about 1750 in Aleppo; but in the more distant parts 
of the Levant, and especially in Egypt, they were still obliged to 
wear full Turkish dress till nearly 1800. It is entertaining to specu- 
late whether the English merchants in Aleppo continued to wear 
the enormous Turkish turbans and voluminous pantaloons for the 
games of cricket which they played on the ‘Green Platte’ outside 
the city. 



CHAPTER IV 


The Growth of Western Imperialism 

(1770-1914) 

‘Power-politics is the only kind of politics there is.’ 

(James Burnham, The Struggle for the World). 

I N the early eighteenth century European political influence in 
the Middle East and India was still slight. The Ottoman, 
Persian and Mogul Empires were still relatively strong; and 
though Western Europe was now well in advance of the stagnating 
East in technical skill and in the quality of its manufactures, its 
traders still lived in these lands as clients, dependent on the good- 
will of the Oriental rulers and officials. Their insecurity led them 
to make common cause among themselves, and even the outbreak 
of a general war in Europe did not greatly aflect their mutual rela- 
tions. In 1696, for example, the English chaplain at Aleppo and his 
companions travelling to Jerusalem met with hospitable treatment 
from French merchants on their journey and at their destination, 
even though their countries were at war; and during the same war 
British and Dutch merchants in the Persian Gulf made an agree- 
ment with the French merchants for their mutual prptection 
against the nuisance of piracy. 

However, with conditions in the Oriental empires becoming 
more anarchic, local Oriental rulers increasingly courted the 
assistance of the European traders with their gold, their garrisons 
and naval units, and it was not long before the Europeans 
began to enter into the complexities of Oriental political intrigue 
and turn it to their own advantage. In this way the strategic 
rivalries of the European Powers at home were at length repro- 
duced in the East. Since the Mogul Empire was the most advanced 
in decay, it was there that the English and French trading companies 
first came into conflict. As late as the outbreak in Europe of the 
War of Jenkins’ Ear in 1739, indeed, the French company was still 
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anxious that it and the English company should continue to ob- 
serve a strict neutrality. Hostilities however broke out between 
them in 1745, and there followed sixteen years of fierce Anglo- 
French struggle with each company using Indian rulers as allies. 
By 1761 the French hopes of empire had been shattered and the 
English East India Co. was on the way to becoming the supreme 
authority over large parts of India. 

The next country to become the scene of these Anglo-French 
rivalries was Egypt. On the initiative of AH Bey, for a few years 
the independent ruler of Egypt, and of Warren Hastings, the 
vigorous and unconventional governor of Bengal, the East India 
Co. sent more than one expedition in the 1770’s from India to 
Suez, 1 whence the height was transported under Egyptian 
guarantee to the Mediterranean for shipment to England. By 
opening up this route, which foreshadowed the speeding-up of 
communications in the following century, Calcutta was brought 
within two months of London, as compared with five months by 
the Cape Route. Although a variety of jealous influences inter- 
rupted this traffic after a few years, it had been enough to alarm the 
French for the future of their virtual monopoly of the Egyptian 
trade; and English and French interests competed for the favour of 
the Mamluk rulers ofEgypt, with control of the Red Sea-Mediter- 
ranean route as the prize, until the attention of both countries was 
diverted by the French Revolution and the European war which 
grew out of it. 

By 1797 Napoleon, commanding the French armies at the age of 
twenty-eight, had knocked Austria out of the coalition of counter- 
revolutionary Powers, leaving France free to turn on her next 
most formidable enemy, Britain. Since a direct invasion across the 
Channel was considered too difficult, the French government de- 
cided on an expedition to conquer Egypt. This project, which had 
been mooted by French political thinkers at various times since the 
beginning of the century, had been considered impofitic as long as 
Egypt was an integral part of the Ottoman Empire, with which 
France had continually been on good terms in opposition to their 
common enemy Austria. But now that the Ottoman authority 
over Egypt had ceased to be more than nominal and that Britain 
had shown signs of estabHshing commercial interests there, the 

1 The Ottoman government, jealous for its customs-revenues, did not allow 
European trading-ships to sail north of Jidda. 



73 


The Growth of Western Imperialism 

French case for annexation was strengthened, especially now that 
her victories in Italy and her alliance with Spain had caused the 
British fleet to withdraw from the Mediterranean to the shelter of 
Gibraltar. The instructions which the French government gave 
Napoleon for the Egyptian expedition included the expulsion of 
British interests from the Red Sea in favour of France and the 
cutting of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. If the expedition 
were successful, there were reasonable hopes of ousting the British 
from India, since their hold on that country was still far from com- 
plete, and French military adventurers and mercenary troops 
exerted a powerful influence on several important Indian 
princes. 

Napoleon’s force landed near Alexandria in July 1798, and pro- 
claimed its ostensible purpose of overthrowing the Mamluks and 
restoring the authority of the Ottoman Sultan. But though the 
French met with little resistance from the decadent Mamluk army, 
their hopes of consolidating their position were shattered by 
Nelson’s destruction of the French fleet at the battle of Abuqir 
on 1 August. Napoleon was now cut off by superior British sea- 
power from supplies, from reinforcements, and even from news 
from France; and he could do litde more than mark time in Egypt. 
In January 1799 Britain, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire reached 
an agreement to expel him. Learning that an Ottoman army was 
being assembled in Syria for the invasion of Egypt, he advanced 
through Palestine to meet it, but was checked before the fortress 
of Akka, which was held by its Bosnian tyrant Ahmed al-Jazzar 
(‘the Butcher’) supported by a British naval squadron. After two 
months Napoleon was forced to raise the siege and retire with Ills 
plague-stricken army to Egypt. Meanwhile the situation in Europe 
had deteriorated for the French, and Napoleon himself slipped 
away ignominiously to France in August 1799. The French army 
stayed on ineffectually, and was eventually withdrawn by agree- 
ment with Britain in 1801. Its only direct achievement was the 
great ‘Description of Egypt’ compiled by the staff of scholars 
which had accompanied it. Nevertheless, it had the enormously 
important indirect effect of ‘bringing to the attention of a few men 
in Egypt a keen sense of the advantage of an orderly government, 
and a warm appreciation of the advance that science and learning 
had made in Europe’, with results that were to galvanize into new 
life the torpid economic and social system of Egypt and the Levant. 
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The romantic interest of the Egyptian expedition has over- 
shadowed other, and not less significant, proceedings in other parts 
of the Middle East. Until about 1770 Britain had been content to 
be represented in the Middle East by trader-consuls ‘humbly asking 
for nothing but capitulations and to be left alone’. From 1770 on- 
wards, in their' dealings with an AH Bey or a Sulaiman Pasha of 
Iraq, her representatives were attaining the status of equals in 
power and authority. But, just as it had been the bid to create a 
French empire in India which turned the East India Co. from trade 
to the tasks of empire, so it was Napoleon’s threat to that growing 
empire in India which first constrained Britain to increase her 
political influence in the Middle East; and in both instances, once 
committed, she followed the course thus imposed on her with 
greater tenacity than the more opportunist French, and so achieved 
success and empire almost in spite of herself. 

In the Southern Red Sea Britain immediately countered 
Napoleon’s thrust towards India by occupying Perim, in the nar- 
rowest part of the Straits of Bab al Mandab. But soon, when living 
conditions on this torrid rock had proved intolerable, the occupy- 
ing force was moved to Aden, by agreement with its ruler, the 
Sultan ofLahaj. A treaty was made with him in 1802, and six years 
later Lord Valentia commented prophetically, ‘Aden is the 
Gibraltar of the East’. In 1799 Napoleon had made overtures from 
Egypt to the Sultan of Oman, who by his possession of harbours 
on either side of the Straits of Hormuz (he held Bandar Abbas at 
this time) could control the entrance to the Persian Gulf. The Sul- 
tan was however persuaded to conclude with the East India Co. a 
treaty excluding from his territories French and Dutch subjects 
(Holland was now under French domination) for the duration of 
the war; and in 1800 thn Company established a permanent 
Resident at Muscat. 

Both at Basra and Baghdad French consuls had been established 
earlier than those of the East India Co. ; but since they were ill-paid, 
ill-provided, often ill-chosen, and no great volume of French trade 
passed through their hands, they failed to impress the r ulin g 
Pashas. In 1798 the French consuls were arrested, their papers 
confiscated, and their premises occupied. It is not clear whether 
this was done entirely on the initiative of Sulaiman Pasha on ac- 
count of the Ottoman declaration of war on France following the 
invasion of Egypt, or whether perhaps it may have been suggested 
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to him by the East India Co.’s Resident, now permanently estab- 
lished in Baghdad and on friendly terms with him. The French 
consuls were eventually released, but the Pasha rejected with little 
ceremony their claim to formal precedence over the British repre- 
sentatives. In 1802 the Resident at Baghdad was promoted to the 
rank of Consul with a guard of Sepoys, and Britain’s position in 
Iraq grew in prestige and prosperity to the jealous indignation of the 
French. 

For nearly ten years, from 1 800 to 1 809, the French were engaged 
in tortuous intrigues with Fath Ali Shah of Persia, with a view to 
an overland invasion of India in which they hoped to have the 
Russians as allies; and after the crushing French victories in 
Europe in 1805-6 a French military mission was sent to Persia fol- 
lowing a treaty between the two countries. But this entente was 
broken when Napoleon went on in 1807 to make the Treaty of 
Tilsit with Russia, who had been steadily encroaching on Persian 
territory in Transcaucasia for the past eighty years and against 
whom the Persians looked for French assistance. In these new cir- 
cumstances the British authorities in India had little difficulty in 
reasserting their own influence with the Shah and squeezing out the 
French military mission. 

Meanwhile in 1 806 Britain had regarded an ephemeral alliance 
between the Sultan of Turkey and Napoleon as likely once more 
to open Egypt to the French. A small British force accordingly 
occupied Alexandria, but twice failed to take Rosetta and suffered 
considerable losses. The Albanian Mohammed Ah, who had made 
himself Pasha of Egypt in 1805, now offered, provided that the 
British force was withdrawn, to oppose any European force that 
might attempt either to occupy Egypt or pass through it en route 
for India. He had rightly concluded that the French army was a 
much more remote instrument of power than the British navy, 
which in the later years of the war practically drove the French 
merchant fleet from the Levant. There was a flourishing British 
trade with Egypt in grain for the Mediterranean naval squadrons 
and for the army in the Iberian Peninsula. 1 

In 1810 the British capture ofMauritius, which had been the base 
for French privateers in the Indian Ocean, was a severe blow to 

1 Nevertheless, Mohammed Ali was already so intent on consolidating his 
position as master of Egypt that in 1810 he offered the French an alliance if they 
would recognize him as independent; but in view of the French desire to remain 
on good terms with the Ottoman Empire, they rejected his proposal. 
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what remained of French prestige in the Persian Gulf area. In the 
following years France’s increasing difficulties in the Russian and 
Peninsular campaigns gave her no opportunity for further ad- 
ventures in the Middle East; and the fall of Napoleon left Britain as 
the dominant and unquestioned authority in that region. 

* * ★ 

Mohammed Ah combined ambition with perspicacity to a 
greater degree than any other Oriental ruler of the nineteenth 
century. Conscious of the declining powers of the Ottoman 
Empire, he was anxious to confirm himself and his heirs in here- 
ditary possession ofEgypt. He was content to recognize the nomi- 
nal suzerainty of the Sultan provided that he enjoyed autonomy in 
practical matters. But the impact of the Napoleonic wars had 
taught him that, if he was to attain and maintain such a position, he 
must have an army and navy equipped and trained on Western 
lines; and to Western Europe he consequently turned for arma- 
ments and technical experts. He would have preferred to obtain 
these from Britain, for whose dominant position as a sea-power he 
always had the greatest respect, and of whose friendship he was 
always genuinely desirous. He told the Swiss traveller Burckhardt 
in 1815, ‘The great fish swallow the small . . . England must some- 
day take Egypt as her share of the spoil of the Turkish Empire.’ 
But the main imperial principle of British governments was already 
the maintenance of the British position in India, and to this the 
preservation of the status quo in the Middle East, i.e. the support of 
the Ottoman Empire which had assisted in checking Napoleon’s 
ambitions in this direction, was a corollary. As Palmerston put it 
in 1 83 3 , with reference to the pan- Arab policy ofMohammed Ah’s 
son Ibrabim Pasha in Syria. ‘Turkey is as good an occupier of the 
road to India as an active Arabian sovereign would be.’ When 
therefore his overtures to Britain were declined, Mohammed Ali 
turned for material help and guidance to France, who, in spite of 
the fall of Napoleon, survived through Talleyrand’s diplomacy as a 
leading European Power. French officers, doctors, and savants 
accompanied Mohammed AH’s armies in the successful campaigns 
which subdued the wild Wahhabis of Central Arabia (1811-18). 1 

1 The religious teacher Mohammed ibn Abdul Wahhab, a follower of the 
school of the ninth-century Ibn Hanbal in his desire to return to the simplicity 
of the Qur an and the bunna and cleanse Islam of all later excrescences, had 
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A French colonel, who became a Muslim and is commemorated as 
Sulaiman Pasha by one of Cairo’s principal streets, was engaged to 
reorganize and train the Egyptian army on French lines. Another 
Frenchman planned and organized the naval dockyard, and others 
came as doctors, engineers, surveyors, and as managers of the 
numerous factories founded by Mohammed Ali in his attempt to 
modernize and develop the whole productive economy of Egypt. 
Anxious to build up a cadre of young Egyptians with a modern 
technical training, it was natural that he should send them to France, 
whose educational system had been entirely modernized since the 
Revolution and now provided the finest scientific and technical 
instruction in the world. In contrast, all that contemporary Eng- 
land could ofler was the unreformed medieval structure of Oxford 
and Cambridge, the few great collegiate schools, and the country- 
grammar schools, all greatly mouldered by the neglect of two 
centuries — a crumbling monumental ruin not unlike the Great 
Pyramid, and of about as much utility to the ambitious Pasha. It 
was therefore to Paris that his young men were sent to study. 

French educational influence was predominant in the fifty ele- 
mentary and secondary schools which were opened in Egypt from 
1836 onwards, and French scientific and technical works were 
translated into Arabic as text-books. A French military mission 
and ten naval officers were lent to Mohammed Ali in 1824 to 
accompany the forces with which he undertook to suppress the 
revolt of the Greeks against the Ottoman Sultan; and when the 
Great Powers had finally agreed on a joint intervention to end the 
Revolt, lest it should provoke a general European war, the French 
naval officers were withdrawn only two days before Ibrahim 
Pasha’s fleet was destroyed by a joint Anglo-French fleet at Navar- 
ino. The French continued to intrigue with Mohammed Ah for 
their own ends and, having set their minds on annexing Algeria 
but not wishing to disturb the concert of Europe by a direct attack 
on what was still nominally Ottoman territory, they suggested to 
the Pasha in 1829 that he should conquer and annex the whole of 
North Africa with French help. But the British government 

wofi the ear of the Najdi noble Mohammed ibn Sa’ud about the middle of the 
eighteenth century. The Wahhabi tribesmen, influenced by this puritan creed, 
extended the domain of the Sa’udi rulers, and at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century occupied and ‘purified’ Mecca and Madina and sacked the Shi’i shrine 
of Husain at Karbala. These acts brought down upon them the vengeance of the 
Ottoman Empire, with Mohammed Ali as its instrument. 
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warned him off such a scheme, and he then turned in 1831 to the 
conquest of Syria and Palestine, which he had been previously 
promised by the Sultan for his part in opposing the Greek Revolt; 
moreover, he wished to use the forests of the Lebanon to rebuild the 
fleet he had lost at Navarino. By 1 83 3 Ibrahim Pasha had conquered 
Syria and his army, for which the feeble Ottoman army was ab- 
solutely no match, was less than 1 50 miles from Istanbul. ‘We 
rejoice,’ commented the French Foreign Office, ‘that we have 
facilitated the birth and development of a Power worthy of our 
collaboration and as interested as we are in the prosperity of the 
Mediterranean. We shall always be ready to give to the Pasha in 
the future the same evidence of our friendship and goodwill as he 
has received in the past from the French government.’ 

The Ottoman Sultan appealed to Britain for support; but 
Britain, preoccupied with a delicate situation in Western Europe, 
could spare no naval detachments for the Eastern Mediterranean at 
this moment. In his helplessness the Sultan was compelled to accept 
an offer of aid from Russia, who had emerged a Great Power from 
the Napoleonic Wars. 1 She had encouraged the Greek Revolt, 
in the hope of eventually dominating that country through the 
medium of the Orthodox Church; and now a Russian force was 
promptly sent to the Asiatic side of the Bosporus to ‘protect’ the 
Sultan. Alarmed at the prospect of Russian domination of the 
Ottoman Empire, Britain and France were at length impelled to 
concerted action. Mohammed AH was pressed to recall his army 
from Anatolia; the Sultan ceded him Palestine, Syria, and Cilicia, 
which were henceforth administered by Ibrahim Pasha; and the 
Russian force was withdrawn from Turkey. The crisis of the First 
Syrian War was over; but it had had the effect of stimulating in the 
mind of Palmerston, who was to dominate British foreign policy 
for the next thirty years and whose constant concern was the 
possibility of a Franco-Russian combination against Britain, a 
lasting, deep, and possibly exaggerated mistrust of Mohammed Ali 
as a pawn in the hands of these Powers. 

to replace the Ottoman Empire as the dominant power in the Black 
Pet !f ? e P reat ’ s “wasion of the Ukraine a hundred years 
before, and had advanced her frontiers by 1815 to the Lower Danube. By the 
tteaties of Edime (1829) and Hunkiar Iskelesi (1833) she forced the Ottoman 
W P JU°T t Cede ^ er /on*™! of the Straits. Meanwhile, in 1813 she had 
IW? P. ersia to acknowledge the cession to her of Transcaucasia; and when 

forced onTertn 82 S*Zt a^fT b £ an U1 : advised act of aggression, Russia 
rorced on her in 1828 the Treaty of Turkmanchai, which made serious inroads 

on Persian sovereignty to the economic advantage of Russia. 
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Encouraged by their success, Mohammed Ali and Ibrahim 
pressed on with their ambitious schemes for uniting the whole of 
the Arab lands under their rule. While the Pasha encouraged the 
British in developing once more the Mediterranean-Red Sea 
route to India, this time using the first paddle-steamers which re- 
duced the voyage from London to Bombay from four months to 
six weeks, Ibrahim was less favourably disposed to a British experi- 
mentin 1835-6 at steamship-navigation on the Euphrates, as being 
liable to limit his expansion south-eastwards from Syria. The 
Foreign Office suspected that this obstruction was not uncon- 
nected with Russian intrigues, and the French Consul at Basra had 
also attempted the physical sabotage of the Euphrates expedition. 1 
When in the following years the Pasha’s ambitions brought him 
into political and military contact with the Arab sheikhdoms of 
the Persian Gulf and with Southern Arabia respectively, regions in 
which the East India Co. had been steadily consolidating its 
commercial and strategic position since the Napoleonic Wars, 
Palmerston’s response was swift. He warned the Pasha off any 
encroachment on the Turkish pashaliq of Baghdad and declared 
that ‘H.M. Government could not view with indifference any 
advance by Mohammed Ali towards Baghdad and the Gulf.’ In 
1839 Britain acquired the ancient and decayed port of Aden in the 
teeth of a drive by Mohammed Ali into the Yemen, and suggested 
that he should withdraw his troops, with the menace that any 
attempt on Aden would be regarded as an attack on a British 
possession. 2 

In the same year the Ottoman Sultan, whose army had been 
trained by the rising young Prussian officer Von Moltke, invaded 
Syria with the intention of avenging the humiliation of the First 
Syrian War and crushing his rebellious subject; but Ibrahim’s 
French-trained forces decisively defeated them, and the Ottoman 
fleet deserted to Alexandria. The Ottoman Empire lay at the mercy 
of Mohammed Ah, who continued to enjoy French support. But 
by this time Palmerston, who was simultaneously engaged in the 
First Afghan War in an attempt to check Russian intrigues in that- 
country, had become convinced that Mohammed Ah was acting 
in the interests of Russia; and he decided that the only way to 


* Longrigg, op. cit., 293. 

Afjji'h *!' oskins * ‘The Background of the British Position in Arabia,’ in 
Middle East Journal, I (Washington, 1947), 137 ff. 
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prevent the collapse of the Ottoman Empire was to oust Ibrahim 
from Syria. He accordingly succeeded in July x 840 in bringing 
about an agreement between Britain, Russia, Austria, and Prussia, 
by which Mohammed Ali was presented with an ultimatum to 
evacuate Syria, with the threat of losing all his possessions if he 
procrastinated unduly. This threat to their protege caused great in- 
dignation in Paris and the French government threatened war; but 
Palmerston knew that it was unprepared for such extremes and 
kept up the pressure of the Powers on Mohammed Ali. While the 
French government vacillated and eventually fell, British and 
Ottoman forces blockaded and occupied Beirut and Akka, and 
forced Ibrahim to evacuate Syria and Palestine. His father had to 
give back the Ottoman fleet, but was confirmed in the hereditary 
pashaliq of Egypt. The Second Syrian War was over. As the 
French historian Driault ruefully comments, ‘All the advantages 
had fallen to Britain. She had pushed back Mohammed Ah and 
France in the south, Russia in the north, and kept open for the 
future the overland route to India via Iraq. She had made safe the 
development of her influence along this route. She was pre- 
eminent in the lands of the Levant.’ 

In the previous twenty years, while numbers of French officials 
were being introduced into Mohammed Ah’s service, Britain was 
less obviously, and certainly less consciously, establishing her 
commercial predominance in Egypt. The key to this was the 
Egyptian production of high-grade cotton, which had been 
fostered by Mohammed Ah and was first introduced to the 
spinners ofLancashire in 1821. The export of cotton from Egypt 
actually increased 200 times in the next three years and became 
from now on her principal export. It was absorbed in the main by 
Britain, whose factory-made cottons now displaced the more ex- 
pensive hand-woven French fabrics. Soon after 1830 British trade 
with Egypt was greater than that of any other country. By 1849, 
the year of Mohammed Ah’s death, she provided 41 per cent, of 
Egypt’s imports and took 49 per cent, of her exports. 

But since the defence of her position in India remained a cardinal 
feature of her overseas policy, she was not anxious to see com- 
munications through the Middle East modernized or made more 
speedy to give an opportunity to any jealous and aggressive Power 
to assail her. She had refused in 1 834 to give any financial guaran- 
tees for a proposed railway to connect Alexandria, Cairo, and 
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Suez; and when the French government showed itself ready to 
sponsor the cutting of the Isthmus of Suez, Palmerston commented 
that however great the commercial advantages might be, this 
‘second Bosporus’ might be a source of grave political embarrass- 
ment to Britain. In the declining years of the aged Mohammed Ali 
the project was not pressed, and nothing could be done under his 
reactionary and anti-European successor Abbas I. 1 But the murder 
of Abbas brought to the throne in 1854 the fat, indolent, and easy- 
going Sa’id, who had as a boy been friendly with Ferdinand de 
Lesseps, the young son of the French Political Agent. On his friend’s 
accession de Lesseps, who had subsequently been French Consul 
at Alexandria for seven years, sent him a letter of congratulation 
and was invited to revisit Egypt. These were the go-getting days 
of Napoleon III: within ten days of his arrival de Lesseps had 
presented the Pasha with a detailed scheme for the cutting of a 
Suez Canal which Sa’id accepted; and a fortnight later the Pasha 
signed the concession for the ‘Compagnie Universelle’, subject to 
the approval of his Ottoman suzerain. It was alleged that he had 
not even read the agreement, and it had certainly not been exam- 
ined by his judicial and financial advisers. But de Lesseps was his 
friend, and he was promised 15 per cent, of the profits. What 
more was needed? 

De Lesseps took the opportunity of the Franco-Ottoman 
.friendship during the Crimean War to go to Istanbul to obtain the 
Sultan’s approval for the concession. He found himself however 
vigorously opposed by the British Ambassador, who represented 
to the Ottoman government that such a concession would eventu- 
ally lead to a French protectorate over Egypt. That British opposi- 
tion to the scheme was not without justification is shown by the 
fact that the anti-British section of the French press had been 
exulting that ‘in piercing the Isthmus of Suez, we are piercing the 
weak point in the British armour’. While British commercial 
interests, such as the East India Co. and the P. & O. Steamship Co., 
favoured the scheme, Palmerston strongly opposed it as ‘profitable 
to France, but hostile to British interests’. In 1858 the British 
government warned the Turks that if the Sultan gave his consent 
he could no longer count on Britain to maintain the integrity of 
his Empire. When work on the alignment of the Canal began in 
1859, Sa’id replied blandly to British protests that under the 

1 Ibrahim had died before his father. 
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Capitulations he had no control over what French subjects did in 
Egypt. The French won the support of Russia and Austria for the 
scheme. Britain, thus isolated in her opposition, was reduced to 
creating prejudice against it by attacking the use of forced Egyptian 
labour, though she had urged its use on the British-built Cairo- 
Suez railway a few years before. Nevertheless the work went on; 
Palmerston, its arch-opponent, died in 1865 and the British 
opposition died with him. The Sultan finally approved the under- 
taking in 1866, and the Canal was opened to the shipping of the 
world by the Empress Eugenie in 1869. 

Britain’s statesmen had not however been content merely with 
obstructing the Canal project. They had also taken active steps to 
strengthen her defences along the short sea-route to India in 
case the Canal became an accomplished fact. In 1863 the harbours 
and docks of Malta were extended, and its fortifications streng- 
thened. In 1 854 Britain had acquired from the Sultan of Oman for 
use as a cable-station the Kuria Muria Islands, which the French 
also had made several attempts to acquire. In 1857 Britain re- 
occupied Perim. In 1862 she reached a mutual agreement with 
France to respect the independence of Oman, which was in fact 
already under strong influence from the Government of India. By 
1870 British influence was being extended from Aden along the 
southern coast of Arabia to the ports ofMukalla and Shihr, whose 
trade with East Africa passed largely through Aden and whose 
ruling sultan usually resided in India. Britain thus established here a 
protectorate in fact, if not yet in name; and in 1876 she took 
Socotra under her formal protection. 

★ ★ ★ 

During the nine years of his occupation of Syria (1831-40), 
Ibrahim Pasha had encouraged European and American mission- 
aries to settle there. In particular the French Jesuits were eager to 
resume their work, which had stagnated since the temporary 
suppression of their order by the Pope in 1773; and by 1840 they 
had re-established a powerful influence over the Maronites 1 of the 
Lebanon, which was exercised not only in ecclesiastical matters 

1 This Christian sect, which forms the majority of the inhabitants of the 
Mountain Lebanon, entered into communion with the Church of Rome at the 
time of the Crusades, but is distinguished by its retention of Syriac as its 
liturgical language. 
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but also for the furtherance of French policy in the Levant. During 
the intrigues of the Second Syrian War Britain, on the other hand, 
had made use of the friendship of some of the Druze chiefs of 
Southern Lebanon. Ibrahim Pasha’s government, and the steady 
increase of population in the mountain-valleys of the Lebanon, 
had had the effect of unsettling the peasantry and making them less 
tolerant of their subservience to their landlords. Social relation- 
ships were complicated by the fact that, while in North Lebanon 
landlords and peasantry were both mainly Maronite, in the South 
there were both Maronite and Druze peasantry in the service of 
Druze lords. The proclamation in 1839 of the equality before the 
law of all religions within the Ottoman Empire had encouraged 
the Christian communities; and the Maronite priesthood, winch 
was drawn largely from the peasantry and was anxious to extend 
its influence over the people, stimulated the social unrest. It finally 
came to a head in 1857, when the peasants of North Lebanon, in- 
cited by their clergy, rose against their Maronite lords and divided 
up the large estates, while those in South Lebanon were forbidden 
by their priests to pay rents to their Druze landlords. This show of 
Maronite truculence had the effect of uniting the Druze peasantry 
with the Druze lords, since they saw that the Maronites already 
outnumbered them in fighting-men and were increasing at a faster 
rate. The antagonism of the two unruly communities was fanned 
by theTurkishPashainBeirut, who hoped to see them weaken one 
another; while the rival intrigues of French and British agents, the 
one taking seriously France’s role as protector of the Maronites, 
the other giving some encouragement to the Druze, added to the 
tension. In 1 860 the Druze made a general attack on the Maronites, 
in which some 14,000 of the latter were massacred. 1 In Damascus 
the Druze, helped by Kurdish and Syrian Muslims, attacked the 
Christian population and killed some 5,000. The news of the 
Damascus massacres caused horror in Western Europe, coming as 
it did soon after the attacks on Christians in Jidda in 1858 as a 
second example of anti-Christian fanaticism in the Ottoman 
Empire. In France it was welcomed as providing an opportunity 
for a military adventure in the Lebanon, for which immediate 

1 It is stated that the smaller Protestant communities, evangelized in the main 
by the American missionaries, were left for the most part in peace, except where 
they sided with the Maronites to resist the Druze (J, Richter, History of Protestant 
Missims in the Near East, 199). See in general the objective summing-up by 
Pierre Rondot, Z,es Institutions Politigues duLiban (Paris, 1947), 44 ff. 
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preparations were made. The other Powers gave their consent to 
the French expedition. When it landed at Beirut there was little 
for it to do, as the Turks had already practically completed the task 
of restoring order. The French wished to keep the force there in- 
definitely as a guarantee against a recurrence of the disorders, but 
the British government insisted that, calm having been restored, 
the French should withdraw after nine months. This they reluc- 
tantly did: ‘the undertaking had failed to realize the hopes of the 
Protecting Power’. 1 In place of the protectorate envisaged in 
Paris, an international commission created in 1 864 the autonomous 
sanjaq of the Lebanon, no longer subject to the Pasha ofBeirut, but 
to a Christian governor appointed by the Ottoman Government. 
Under this satisfactory compromise, which kept the peace in the 
Lebanon down to the First World War, French educational mis- 
sions were free to continue their cultural work, and it was claimed 
that in 19x4 more than half of the school-going children in Syria 
and Palestine attended French schools. 2 

Immediately after the Damascus massacres Napoleon III had 
summoned to Paris from Syria the Jesuit priest William Gifford 
Palgrave, who had been an Indian Army officer before he took 
Holy Orders. He presented himself to the Emperor as a likely 
envoy to Arab societies, on account of his facility in Semitic 
languages (his grandfather was a Jew) , and was sent on a mission to 
the Amir of the Shammar in Northern Arabia, ‘the one effective 
power in the lands east of the Red Sea’. The nature of his mission 
has never been disclosed, but it was regarded by the British 
government sufficiently seriously for the Resident at Busbire to 
counter it by a visit in 1864 to the rival North Arabian Power, the 
Sa’udi Amir. 

At the same time France also took an active interest in the efforts 
of the Ottoman government to reform and modernize itself. 
‘The Turks were the only bond capable of preventing all the races 
of the Empire — Slav, Greek, Arab — horn disintegrating into 
Russian, Austrian, or British dust. It was necessary to change 
Muslim habits, to destroy the age-old fanaticism which was an 
obstacle to the fusion of faces, and to create a modern secular state. 
It was necessary to transform even the education of both con- 
querors and subjects, and inculcate in both the unknown spirit of 

1 Lammens, op. cit., II, 186 f. 

2 id., II, 201. 
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tolerance — a noble task, worthy of the great renown of France/ 
In 1863 the Ottoman Bank was founded with the controlling 
interest in French hands, British interests being secondary; it had 
the monopoly of the banknote-issue and branches in every im- 
portant town in the Empire. In 1867 the French government in- 
vited the Sultan to visit Paris, and recommended to him a system 
of secular public education and the undertaking of great public 
works and communications. As a contribution to the first, there 
was opened in 1868 under the joint direction of the Turkish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the French Ambassador the Lycee 
of Galata-Serai, a great secondary school open to Ottoman sub- 
jects of every race and creed, where more than six hundred boys 
were taught by Europeans in the French language — ‘a symbol of 
the action of France, exerting herself to teach the peoples of the 
Orient in her own language the elements of Western civilization’. 
In the same year a company consisting mainly of French capitalists 
received a concession for railways to connect Istanbul and Salonica 
with the existing railways on the Middle Danube. 1 

But all these schemes for establishing a French cultural and 
financial dominion in the Middle East were 'brutally interrupted’ 
by the disaster of the Franco-German War of 1870. France 
emerged from the War permanently weakened, and her imperial 
energies were now focused in the main on her expanding colonies 
in N.W. Africa. Not that she has ever renounced her aspirations 
in the Middle East; but after 1870 her relation to Britain in this 
region was that of an envious, and sometimes spiteful, loser in a 
race, rather than that of a serious rival. She could for twenty years 
obstruct the efforts of Lord Cromer to restore the financial stability 
and promote the economic progress of Egypt; 2 in the ’nineties she 
could intrigue against Britain at Muscat, or seek to forestall her in 
establishing a position on the Upper Nile, 3 but whereas from 
1 8 1 5 to 1 870 British imperial interests in the Middle East had been 
thought to be challenged by France and Russia to a roughly equal 
degree, from 1870 to 1900 there is no doubt that the Russian chal- 
lenge, real or imagined, easily assumed the first place. 

* * * 

Palmerston’s fears of a Franco-Russian coalition against Britain 

1 Driault, op. cit., 187 ff. 

2 Lord Milner, England in Egypt, ch. XIII. 

3 A. L, Kennedy, ‘Fashoda’, Quarterly Review , April 1948, pp, 145-61. 



The Growth of Western Imperialism 87 

had been allayed by the development of a dispute between those 
two Powers over the respective claims of the Catholic and the 
Orthodox Churches to the Holy Places in Palestine. In the first 
half of the nineteenth century the Russians had established numer- 
ous claims which the Ottoman Empire had accorded in previous 
centuries to the Catholic Church and its French protector, but 
which had been allowed to lapse during the Revolution and the 
Napoleonic Wars. Napoleon III, however, wishing to win for his 
regime the support of French Catholics, revived in 1852 all the 
Latin claims to the Holy Places which had been conferred by the 
Capitulations of 1740, and demanded that any subsequent con- 
cession to the Orthodox Church which conflicted with them 
should be set aside. The Russian government responded with 
counter-claims, and went so far as to demand the right to protect 
all Orthodox Christians of whatever nationality throughout the 
Ottoman Empire. Such a claim was deemed by the Powers to 
disturb the European Balance of Power by encroaching on the 
authority of the Sultan over his millions of Orthodox subjects in 
the Balkans. Negotiations produced agreement on the question 
of the Holy Places, but on the larger issue Russia remained ob- 
durate. She allowed herself to be diplomatically outmanoeuvred 
by the British Ambassador in Turkey, and had to fight the Crimean 
War against an alliance of Britain, France, and the Ottoman Em- 
pire. The Treaty of Paris which ended the war in 1 856 forbade the 
Russians to launch warships on the Black Sea, and thus removed one 
potential danger from Britain’s Mediterranean route to the East. 

While the other Powers were preoccupied with the Franco- 
German War, however, Russia resumed her freedom of action in 
the Black Sea. She had for forty years been progressively bringing 
under her direct rule what is now Russian Turkestan, for her im- 
portant trade-route across Siberia, the forerunner of the Trans- 
Siberian Railway, had been continually harassed by the lawless 
Turcomans to the south. Her southward expansion seemed to 
have been completed with the ratification of the Anglo-Russian 
Convention of 1873, in which the Amu-Darya was recognized as 
the definitive Russian frontier, and the Russian government ack- 
nowledged that Afghanistan was ‘completely outside the sphere 
within which Russia might be compelled to exercise her in- 
fluence’. Within four years Russia was engaged in a war against 
the Ottoman Empire which would certainly have left her pre- 
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dominant in the Balkans, had it not been for the intervention of 
the other European Powers. Simultaneously, British opinion was 
alarmed ‘almost to the point of panic’ 1 by the Amir of Afghani- 
stan’s leanings towards the dynamic Russians rather than the 
seemingly irresolute British. While Britain embarked upon the 
Second Afghan War to reassert her authority in this vital quarter, 
her apprehensions extended also to the Persian Gulf, and Lord 
Salisbury, the Foreign Secretary, proclaimed that ‘The people of 
this country will never allow Russian influence to be supreme in 
the valleys of the Euphrates and Tigris’. Britain had for sixty years 
been steadily establishing her authority over the Arab sheikhdoms 
of the Persian Gulf: first using her good offices to put down piracy 
and the slave-trade; then arranging for the submission of disputes 
between the sheikhs to the British Resident at Bushire, who thus 
became virtually ruler of the Gulf; and finally in 1869 persuading 
the sheikhs of the Trucial Coast to undertake not to make any 
territorial concessions or enter into agreements with any govern- 
ment other than Britain. Following the Russian scare of 1878, 
this ‘exclusive agreement’ was extended to the sheikhs of Bahrain 
and Qatar when treaties with them were renewed in 1880, with the 
additional proviso that they should not accept any diplomatic or 
consular representatives, except with the approval of Britain. In 
1885, after a further Russian annexation to the very borders of 
Afghanistan, war between the two Great Powers was narrowly 
averted, and British apprehensions once more inflamed. Curzon, 
at thirty years of age a budding British authority on the Middle 
East, could in 1889 express the moderate view that Russian move- 
ments in the direction of India were designed, not for conquest,' 
but to draw British attention from her real objectives in the Bal- 
kans; 2 but three years later, having been appointed Under- 
secretary for India, he wrote: ‘I should regard the concession by 
any Power of a port upon the Persian Gulf to Russia (that dear 
dream of so many a patriot from the Neva or the Volga) as a 
deliberate insult to Britain, as a wanton rupture of the status quo, 

x K. W. B. Middleton observes that ‘As a maritime Power, with compara- 
tively weak land-forces, Britain has always been particularly nervous about the 
frontier of her Indian possessions, by far the most valuable and important part 
of her subject empire. She has therefore tended to magnify out of proportion to 
reality any development which could conceivably constitute a threat to Indian 
security.’ (Britain and Russia ( 1947), 11). 

596 f* W * E ‘ Wheelerj in J° urnal °f the R °y al Central Asian Society, XXI (1934), 
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and as an international provocation to war; and I should impeach 
the British minister who was guilty of acquiescing in such a sur- 
render as a traitor to his country.’ At the same time he applauded 
Britain’s imposing on the Sultan of Oman the customary prohibi- 
tion from ceding or leasing any concessions, and commented, 
‘We subsidize its ruler; we dictate its policy; we should tolerate no 
rival influence’. While the two Powers were locked in tense 
rivalry for obtaining preponderance in Persia through loans and 
commercial concessions, several countries were canvassing plans 
for a railway connecting the Levant with the Persian Gulf. The 
Russian Consul at Baghdad was scheming to obtain a Russian port 
and naval base on the Gulf; and it was learnt in x 898 that an Austro- 
Russian syndicate had applied to the Ottoman government for a 
concession for a railway from Syrian Tripoli to Kuwait, the finest 
natural harbour on the Persian Gulf. Britain had recently declined 
a request for protection from Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait, who 
had come to the throne by murdering his pro-Turkish brother; but 
in these new circumstances Lord Curzon, now Viceroy of India, 
sent the Resident in the Persian Gulf to negotiate a secret agree- 
ment with the Sheikh, in which he too undertook to grant no 
leases or concessions without Britain’s agreement. Curzon now 
summed up British policy in this region in a series of Olympian 
rhetorical questions. ‘Are we prepared to surrender control of the 
Persian Gulf and divide that of the Indian Ocean? Are we prepared 
to make the construction of the Euphrates Valley Railroad or some 
kindred scheme an impossibility for England and an ultimate cer- 
tainty for Russia? Is Baghdad to become a new Russian capital in 
the south? Lastly, are we content to see a naval station within a few 
day’s sail of Karachi, and to contemplate a naval squadron battering 
Bombay?’ 

At this stage no one could have foreseen that within seven years 
of the beginning of the new century these longstanding and hitter 
conflicts of interest between Britain on the one hand, and Russia 
and France on the other, were destined to be temporarily liquidated 
in the powerful flux of a still more formidable challenge to all three 
Powers from the recently-born German Empire. 

★ * * 

Until 1870 German interests in the Middle East had been con- 
fined to missionary activities in Syria and Palestine and to a small 
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volume of trade, and her political influence had been negligible. 
But the War of 1870 naturally increased her prestige greatly with 
the Turks, ever respectful of military power and success. The in- 
fluence of France in the Ottoman Empire was correspondingly 
reduced. The steps Britain had recently taken to render her in- 
fluence in the Persian Gulf exclusive were resented by the Turks as 
an encroachment on their nebulous territorial sovereignty over the 
coasts of Arabia, which they were at this time attempting to make 
more real; and Britain’s occupation of Cyprus in 1 878 and Egypt in 
1 882 prejudiced her further in the eyes of the Turks. Consequently, 
when in 1872 the Ottoman government was seeking an adviser for 
the construction of the Balkan railway-system, it was a German 
engineer whom they called in; and in 1883 the German Ambassa- 
dor had little difficulty in persuading Sultan Abdul Hamid II to 
invite the Kaiser to send a German military mission to Turkey. 

By x 886 the Balkan railways were approaching completion, and 
the forward-looking Sultan was already contemplating their ex- 
tension to his Asiatic provinces in order to strengthen his ad- 
ministrative control and assist their economic development. After 
overtures to British and American financiers had met with no 
response, a German syndicate undertook in 1888 the extension of 
the railway to Ankara, under the name of the Anatolian Railway 
Co. The new company was not exclusively German: more than a 
quarter of its first loan was subscribed in Britain, and the British 
chairman of the Ottoman Public Debt Administration became one 
of its directors. In 1889 Kaiser Wilhelm II, who had succeeded his 
father in the previous year at the age of twenty-nine, visited 
Istanbul, and the Deutsche Levant Linie was formed for steamship 
services between the North Sea and the Levant. This was followed 
by a German-Turkish trade agreement in 1890, and from this time 
onwards German consuls in the Ottoman Empire were assiduous 
in the help they gave to German commercial interests. The Kaiser’s 
visit to Istanbul and this forward commercial policy were not 
favoured by the veteran Bismarck, who was primarily concerned 
in keeping France weak and isolated, and in avoiding any other 
foreign disagreements: he thus disliked the idea of commercial ex- 
pansion in Asia Minor as likely to arouse the hostility of Russia, 
whom he had continually sought to draw into friendly association 
with Germany and Austria. But in 1890 the young Kaiser dis- 
missed the old Chancellor and became himself the pilot of foreign 
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policy. Bismarck’s intentness on not disturbing the status quo was 
indeed becoming obsolete: Germany’s rapidly increasing popula- 
tion, in a country where the possibility of expanding food-produc- 
tion had evident limits, impelled her to a policy of industrial ex- 
pansion with a quest for foreign markets; and her naval inferiority 
suggested that the direction of such commercial expansion should 
be continental, rather than oceanic. 

By 1893 the railway to Ankara had been completed, and the 
preliminary survey of the further route to Baghdad begun. The 
first proposal, for a route via Sivas and Diyarbekir, was opposed by 
Russia on the grounds that it would he too near her Caucasian 
frontier and might be used strategically against her; and eventually 
in 1 898 the Anatolian Railway Co. applied for a concession for the 
route Konya-Aleppo-Mosul-Baghdad. Although there were cer- 
tain competing interests, German commercial influence was now 
preponderant in Turkey beyond any doubt, and she was supplying 
a large proportion of Turkey’s armament needs. Consequently 
the German company obtained the concession, buying out French 
opposition by an agreement which gave French railway and bank- 
ing interests an equal share in the undertaking. 

At this stage the British attitude to the German project was still 
favourable. The threat to Britain’s position in the Middle East still 
came overwhelmingly from Russia and France. In 1892 the 
British Ambassador in Berlin had urged the Germans to develop a 
commercial interest in the Persian Gulf as a counterpoise to Russia 
in that region, and in 1898 the British reaction to the German rail- 
way-concession was favourable. Lord Salisbury was reported to 
have said, ‘We welcome these concessions, for in this way Germany 
comes into line with our interests in the Persian Gulf’. The Times 
commented that if the development of the Turkish railways was 
not to be in British hands, the Germans were to be preferred to any 
other. The Morning Post remarked that the concession gave Ger- 
many a reason for resisting aggression in Asia Minor from the. 
North. Imperialists of the standing of Cecil Rhodes and Joseph 
Chamberlain also gave the scheme their blessing. The Under- 
secretary for Foreign Affairs alone sounded a warning note by 
stating that the government had every intention of maintaining 
the status quo in the Persian Gulf. 

In 1900 the German technical mission which was planning the 
route the railway was to follow visited Kuwait and made a tempt- 
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ing offer to the Sheikh for a concession for a terminus and port. 
When he resisted their offer in accordance with his secret agree- 
ment with the Government of India a year before, the Germans 
induced the Ottoman Government, which the Sheikh nominally 
regarded as his suzerain, to send an expedition to assert its authority 
over him; but the presence of a British gunboat at the head of the 
Gulf caused them to desist. In other parts of the Gulf German 
traders were beginning to find the British 'exclusive agreements’ 
an obstacle to their enterprises. 

In 1903 the Anatolian Railway Co. had carried its plans for the 
Baghdad Railway to the stage at which it required to raise addi- 
tional capita] for their execution, and invited British capitalists to 
participate on equal terms with the existing German and French 
interests. The Balfour government favoured the acceptance of the 
offer, but the Cabinet was not unanimous, remembering perhaps 
Curzon’s dictum of 1892 that 'Baghdad must be included in the 
sphere of indisputable British supremacy’. The proposal was hotly 
attacked by the imperialist and big-business section of the press, 
which was concerned by the progress made by German com- 
mercial competition in capturing overseas markets from Britain, 
and resented the German support for the Boers in the South African 
War; moreover, German publicists had been tactless and provoca- 
tive in discussing the opportunities which a war in the Middle East 
involving Britain would present for German expansion. Conse- 
quently the government declined the German offer, and the 
Foreign Secretary, Lord Lansdowne, redefined Britain’s policy in 
the Persian Gulf: her aim was to promote and protect British trade 
without excluding the legitimate trade of other powers; the estab- 
Hshment of a naval base or fortified port in the Gulf by any other 
power would be a very grave menace, 'and we should certainly 
resist it with all the means at our disposal. I say that in no minatory 
spirit because, as far as I am aware, there are no proposals on foot 
for the establishment of a foreign naval base in the Gulf.’ 

The following year, 1904, saw the culmination in the Entente 
Cordiale of the negotiations into which the British and French 
governments had been impelled by their growing fear of the ex- 
pansionist policy of their 'vigorous and talented competitor’ 
Germany. In this emergency all the outstanding points at issue 
between Britain and France were settled. In particular, France at 
last acknowledged Britain’s de facto position in Egypt, though she 
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insisted to the end on her stating a time-limit for her occupation, 
and only yielded on Britain’s undertaking not to alter the legal 
status quo. 1 In 1907 the Entente Cordiale was extended to include 
Russia, whose prestige and sense of security had been abased by her 
defeat in the Japanese War of 1904-5, and who was consequently 
more ready to compromise with her long-standing British rival. 
An Anglo-Russian Agreement was reached ‘to obviate any cause 
of misunderstanding in Persian affairs’ and to delimit the Russian 
and British spheres-of-interest in North and South Persia respec- 
tively, leaving a no-man’s-land between them. The Russian 
government acknowledged that Afghanistan lay within the 
British sphere of influence, while Britain undertook not to en- 
courage the Amir to take any action threatening Russia. The 
Russian government ‘explicitly stated that it did not deny Britain’s 
special interest’ in the Persian Gulf. The Agreement has subse- 
quently been severely criticized by political moralists as a cynical 
partitioning of Persia, ‘absolute respect for whose independence 
and integrity’ was declared to be the fundamental principle of the 
two Powers; but the fact is that Persia had ceased to be a Great 
Power since the time of Shah Abbas the Great, three hundred years 
before; she had become a minor piece in the game of Great-Power 
chess at the time of Napoleon; and had ceased to be effectively 
independent since Russia imposed on her the Treaty of Turkman- 
chai in 1 828. In her weakness Persian politicians had been reduced 
to playing off Britain and Russia against one another. The Agree- 
ment did at least have the effect of temporarily reducing the 
tension of Anglo-Russian rivalry in Persia; and it consolidated 
Britain’s position in South Persia, where British concessionaires 
at last struck oil at Masjid-i-Sulaiman in 1908, actually after the 
directors in London, disappointed by several years’ efforts with- 
out results, had cabled orders for the work to be abandoned. 
In 1909 the Anglo-Iranian Oil Co. was formed with a capital of 
-£2,000,000. 

The ‘Committee of Union and Progress’ which made the 
Young Turk Revolution of 1908 aimed at substituting a liberal 
and constitutional government for the autocracy of Abdul Hamid, 
and so looked initially for support to liberal and constitutional 
Britain and France rather than to autocratic Germany. However, 
the enthusiasm for liberalism and modernization was short-lived, 

1 Round Table , December 1936, 111, 
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and was soon followed by a nationalist reaction of which the 
Armenian massacres of 1909 were a feature. While the British and 
French press denounced these atrocities, the Germans were silent. 
In the next year, after the Turks had applied to France and Britain 
for a loan without success, they eventually obtained it from Ger- 
many on conditions which, unlike those proposed by France, were 
‘consistent with the dignity of Turkey’. 

Meanwhile, in 1907 the new Liberal government in Britain had 
announced that its objection to a railway to the Persian Gulf would 
be removed if the construction and operation of the section south 
of Baghdad were left to British capitalists. Negotiations were 
protracted over a period of six years, and eventually resulted in an 
agreement between Britain, Germany, and Turkey in 1913-14. 
Britain finally consented to the construction of the Baghdad Rail- 
way on terms which may be summarized as follows: 

(1) Basra was to be the terminus. The existing status of Kuwait 
was confirmed. No harbour or railway-station was to be built on 
the Persian Gulf, and Germany was not to support the effort of any 
other Power to this end. 

(2) Britain was to have two directors on the board of the Bagh- 
dad Railway Co. 

(3) An Ottoman River Navigation Co. with exclusive rights 
on the rivers of Iraq, and an Ottoman Ports Co. to build and ad- 
minister ports and termini at Baghdad and Basra, were to be form- 
ed on British initiative, generous shares being allotted to the 
Turkish government and the Baghdad Railway Co. 

(4) The Germans recognized the exclusive right of the Anglo- 
Iranian Oil Co. to prospect for and extract oil in South Persia and 
the vilayet of Basra. The oil-exploitation of the vilayets of Bagh- 
dad and Mosul was to be entrusted exclusively to a Turkish 
Petroleum Co., in which British interests were to hold three- 
quarters, and German interests one-quarter, of the shares. 

It seemed, therefore, as if a compromise over this tangled question 
had at last been reached, and Britain’s jealously-guarded control 
over the Persian Gulf preserved in its essentials. But it has been 
rightly said that Germany’s interest in the Railway, like Britain’s 
interest in the Persian Gulf, was now as much imperial as economic. 
The ‘Drang nach Osten’ had become a principal aspiration of 
German imperialists, while on the other hand their Social-Demo- 
crats warned against the Railway as the ‘first great triumph of 
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German capitalist-imperialism’ and likely to embitter relations 
with Britain. A Turkish liberal Minister of Finance had said, 
‘When you entered the board-room of the Baghdad Railway Co. , 
you breathed the atmosphere of the Minister’s office in the Wil- 
helmstrasse’. Germany had made great efforts to gain influence in 
Persia also, exploiting the extreme Persian dislike of the Anglo- 
Russian Agreement of 1907. Her Ministers ‘fished assiduously in 
the troubled waters of Tehran’; there was a steady increase in 
German imports; and a new college at Tehran received a handsome 
subsidy from the German government and was stafied with Ger- 
man teachers. The energetic and resourceful German Consul at 
Bushire, Wassmuss, recruited a strong pro-German faction among 
the tribesmen ofFars province. The officers of the Persian gendar- 
merie, and the Swedish officers who had been training them, be- 
came in effect German agents. So successful was this German pene- 
tration of the British and neutral zones of Persia that, following the 
outbreak of the First World War, by the end of 1915 German in- 
fluence was predominant there, except for the Gulf ports. The 
Allied colonies had to be withdrawn, and seven branches of the 
British-controlled Imperial Bank of Persia fell into enemy hands. 
The German Meissner Pasha had undertaken for Abdul Hamid the 
building of the Hijaz Railway which, besides its ostensible purpose 
of taking Muslim pilgrims to the Holy Cities, had the strategic 
advantage of affording the rapid movement of Turkish troops to 
Western Arabia without passing through the Suez Canal. In Egypt 
the Germans were at some pains to establish friendly relations with 
the growing Nationalist party. 1 

Britain likewise had not been slow to strengthen her position in 
the Middle East. Already in January 1912 a special committee set 
up by the Government of India had proposed the occupation of 
Basra in the event of war. In 19x3 the Admiralty, having decided 
to convert the Navy to the use of oil-fuel, bought a controlling 
interest in the Anglo-Iranian Oil Co., which had by now sunk two 
hundred wells and completed the pipeline from its fields to the 
Abadan refinery. The Sheikh ofMuhammara, Arab by race but a 
Persian subject, who ruled the Abadan district, was assured of 
British support in maintaining his local authority against the 
Sultan and the Shah alike. In anticipation that oil might be found 
in Bahrain, its Sheikh had been induced in 1911 to undertake to 

1 Sir Ronald Storrs, Orientations , definitive ed, (1943), 120 fF, 
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grant no concessions without the agreement of the Government 
of India. 

Meanwhile in Europe the naval and military armament-race 
had gone on inexorably gathering momentum, like a huge fly- 
wheel which those who had set it in motion were apparently 
powerless to stop. Turkey was drawn irretrievably into the Ger- 
man orbit by her nationalist leaders. After all, the privileged posi- 
tions of Britain and France in Lower Iraq and Syria respectively 
were encroachments on full Turkish sovereignty; Russia, ever 
anxious to expand at the expense of Turkey, was constantly en- 
couraging the Balkan, Armenian, and Kurdish nationalists; where- 
as Germany was the one Power whose interest it was to favour a 
stronger Turkey. In October 1913, two months after the French 
General Joffre had gone to Petersburg to re-organize the Russian 
army, the German General Liman von Sanders was chosen to re- 
organize the Turkish army, and introduced hundreds of German 
staff and regimental officers. When the Triple Entente Powers 
protested, the Turks pointed out that their navy was trained by 
British officers, their gendarmerie by French, and that the military 
connexion with Germany went back thirty years. In March 1914 
plans were concerted between Germany and Turkey for the co- 
ordination of their railway-systems in the event of war; and fol- 
lowing the murder of the Austrian Archduke Ferdinand, which 
precipitated the First World War, Turkey was formally admitted 
as a member of the Triple Alliance. 



CHAPTER V 


The Growth of Nationalism 

(1800—1917) 

A x the beginning of the nineteenth century Muslim civiliza- 
tion in the Middle East, once far in advance of anything 
that the Europe of the ‘Dark Ages’ could show, was but a 
ruin, picturesque when viewed superficially by the romantic travel- 
ler, but displaying all the marks of squalor and decay when ap- 
proached more closely. Such innovations as had been effected by 
missionaries in the Levant, under the Amir Fakhr ud-Din in the 
early seventeenth century for example, were limited in their 
geographical scope and did not penetrate deeplyinto the lives of the 
people; the Muslim majority was practically untouched by them. 
Agriculture, the mainstay of the economy of the region, languished 
under a regime which taxed unmercifully and could not provide 
security against administrative extortion or the raids of the 
Bedouin. In the cities little public building had been done for 
three hundred years, and the imposing remains of the Mamluks or 
earlier dynasties were crumbling unheeded and unrepaired amid 
the encroaching congestion of ramshackle dwellings. Outside the 
decaying city-walls vast mounds of rubble and garbage accumu- 
lated for centuries, the haunt of lawless beggars and scavenging 
dogs, extended like veritable ranges of hills towering fifty feet or 
more above the natural ground-level, or invaded waste plots 
within the city itself. Water-supply, sanitation, the care of the sick, 
depended on such benefactions as had survived the slow ruin of the 
centuries or were left for the individual to arrange for himself. 
Periodic famine and epidemic were regarded as a normal visitation 
of the wrath of Allah, not as inconveniences which might be pre- 
vented by human action. Government was rapacious, arbitrary, 
venal, slipshod; the life of the subject depended on the whim of the 
ruler, and might be lightly taken for the slightest fault . 1 Higher 

4s ^e.g. Lord Zetland, Lord Cromer, 161 f.; Clara Boyle, A Servant of Empire, 
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education was confined to the study of the theology and juris- 
prudence of Islam; elementary education, to the learning of the 
Qur’an by heart; and only the exceptional individual could read a 
book or write more than his own name. The establishment of 
Islam had inhibited the development of political ideas. Travel was 
slow and beyond the means of the majority: Damascus was three 
weeks’ journey by caravan from either Baghdad or Cairo; such 
rare travel-books as existed were accessible only to a few; and the 
average man’s experience and imagination were therefore con- 
fined to his immediate environment. Consequently the idea of 
nationality was unknown; all were subjects of the Padishah, but no 
one thought of himself as belonging to a Syrian or an Iraqi, still less 
an Arab nation. Instead men were distinguished by their millet, or 
by the town of their origin: as Sunni Muslim, Orthodox, Jew, 
Druze, Armenian, or Shi’i; as Baghdadi, Halabi (Aleppine), 
Shami (Damascene), orMisri (Cairene). 

The dominating purpose of Mohammed Ali was to secure his 
personal position in Egypt, by making the country a formidable 
military and naval power, and to this end he consistently devoted 
one-half of the revenues of the state. The well-being of the people, 
to whom he was foreign, did not interest him in the slightest; but 
to provide the necessary finances for his military schemes, he had to 
raise the agricultural productivity of Egypt from the miserable 
state to which nearly five hundred years of misrule had reduced it, 
and to create industries which did not yet exist. By 1814 he had 
bought out or expropriated almost all the landowners of the 
Mamluk period, vesting the ownership in his own government, 
i.e. in himself, but leaving the use and cultivation of the lands in the 
hands of the existing tenants. From about 1820 he began the con- 
struction of numerous canals in the Delta for the purpose of culti- 
vating that district by perennial irrigation in place of the artificial 
basins into which the annual Nile flood was admitted to fertilize 
the ground for the main winter crop. By superseding the age-old 
basin-irrigation by this new system, incomplete and imperfect 
though it was in its beginnings, two or three crops could be grown 
from a plot in one year, producing profitable yields of cotton, 
indigo, flax, or rice as well as the basic winter grain-crop. Thus it 
is estimated that between 1824 and 1840 the area under cultivation 
was increased by about a quarter, in spite of the heavy demand on 
man-power for military and industrial conscription. Agricultural 
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policy was closely centralized, as it had been under the Greek rulers 
of Egypt after the conquest of Alexander the Great. Mohammed 
Ah directed what crops should be grown, giving preference to 
those which were exportable at a good profit, especially cotton. 
Seeds were lent to the cultivators, and funds advanced to cover the 
cost of cultivation. A large staff of inspectors was employed to 
ensure that the Pasha’s orders were faithfully carried out. Most 
classes of crops were declared government monopolies, compul- 
sorily purchased by the government at a fixed price which was 
sometimes a half or less of their market-value. The goods were 
then either consumed for state needs, as supplies for the army or 
raw materials for the state factories, or they were sold abroad at 
a handsome profit. In 1836 it was estimated that 95 per cent, of 
Egypt’s exports, and 40 per cent, of her imports, were for the 
government’s account. In 1816 the existing manufactures had 
similarly been declared government monopolies. The government, 
at a considerable profit to itself, supplied the artisans with the raw 
materials it had purchased from the fellahin, bought back the 
finished articles at an imposed low price, and resold them at the 
highest prices possible. The Pasha established a number of new 
industries, mainly to supply goods for the public service or for 
export. They were conducted on the whole at a loss, on account of 
the high cost of imported machines and spare parts, the lack of 
suitable overseers and engineers, the apathy and discontent of the 
workers, dragged from their field and workshops to labour in 
‘dark Satanic mills’, the waste of raw material, the breakage of 
machinery, delays, confusion, even deliberate sabotage and ob- 
struction in the working of the factories. A British observer found 
in 1 8 3 8 that cotton cloth produced in Egypt cost x 6 per cent, more 
than imported English cloth of the same quality. By 1840 the strain 
of the accumulated losses on these undertakings had become un- 
bearable, and the ultimate failure of the industrial enterprise had 
become evident even to the Pasha. During the Second Syrian War 
many factories were closed to save expense, and thousands of the 
workpeople were conscripted into the army. Orders were given 
that all factories that could not show a profit on their operations 
were to be closed down. Many of them were closed immediately, 
others dragged on for a few years. Their ruin was completed in 
1842 when, as part of the settlement of the Syrian War, the British 
Government compelled the Pasha to accept the application to 
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Egypt of the Anglo-Ottoman Commercial Treaty of 1838, by 
which British merchants were given the right to enter any part of 
the Ottoman dominion and buy from the natives the products of 
the soil and of the industry of the country. A few years later all 
that remained of the vast industrial structure, which had cost 
millions to create, was a quantity of rusting machinery in old, 
deserted buildings, scattered throughout the country. The 
attempt to make Egypt an industrial country had failed. 

‘Its failure was perhaps inevitable. The attempt to impose upon a 
primitive agricultural and guild economy a totally new system of 
industrial production was bound to meet with very great ob- 
stacles. . . . The managers of the factories were for the most part 
salaried government officials, ignorant and unenthusiastic about 
the work they were called upon to do. The machines imported 
were still novelties and enormously expensive, while very few in 

Egypt had mastered the new machine technique The attempt 

to stimulate agricultural production was no more successful. The 
low prices which were paid to the farmers for their crops took 
away their incentive to work. — They had to be literally driven 
to the fields and obliged to work by threats and punishments. 
Thousands of them deserted their farms. From time to time the 
fugitives were rounded up, in the towns and marshes in which they 
had taken refuge, and were sent back to the villages. . . . The 
monopoly system did not help in the production of new wealth. 
Its only effect was to keep down the standard of living of the 
farmers, and to divert into the hands of the government the 
additional wealth created by higher prices and increased pro- 
duction.’ 1 

The experience of our own day has shown how difficult it is to 
bring about the rapid modernization and industrialization of an 
undeveloped agricultural economy by imposing a bureaucratic 
collectivized regime. The resistance which the Soviet govern- 
ment has encountered in this respect is well-known; and Moham- 
med Ali, despite his great energy and iron determination, lacked a 
popular ideological appeal which could evoke the co-operation of 
thousands of assistants. He was dealing, not merely with a back- 
ward peasantry, but with one exceptionally apathetic by reason of 

1 Crouchley, op. cit., 74 f., 103 £. The similarity to the labour-situation 
created by the bureaucratic control attempted by the Greek and Roman rulers of 
Egypt is very striking. 

8 
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its isolation in the closed environment of the Nile Valley 1 and its 
debilitation by endemic disease; and he had no instrument for the 
execution of Ids plans comparable for energy, devotion, training, 
powers of leadership, and ruthlessness towards opposition or 
incompetence, with the Communist party in the U.S.S.R. 2 
Another instructive comparison is with the Westernization of the 
Japanese economy in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Here again the initial advantages were all with the Japanese since, 
although their economic and social system was already being 
undermined by degenerative processes, Japan even in her isolation 
was a far more healthy organism than decayed and depopulated 
Egypt. The Emperor was an institution with divine attributes that 
could be used as a focus for the absolute loyalty and fanatical devo- 
tion of a people who had learnt by tradition to regard these as the 
supreme virtues of their race. The ruling-class, while enjoying 
prestige and self-confidence, was not rigidly separated from the 
rest of the population, but provided opportunities for men of 
talent to rise into its ranks. ‘In every class there was a capacity for 
co-operation and organized effort which was in part the product of 
a long experience of group action in the family, the clan, and the 
guild/ 3 

In the light of these comparisons, so unfavourable to the ex- 
hausted condition of Egypt at the accession of Mohammed AH, the 
cause for surprise is not that he failed to achieve his plans for 
material re-organization, but that he was able to effect what must 
have seemed impossible fifty years before, the lifting of Egypt out 
of the morass in which centuries of misrule were smothering her. 
He permanently increased the agricultural productivity of the 
country by the introduction of perennial irrigation, though at the 
cost of thereby lowering the natural fertility of the soil, formerly 
enriched annually by the Nile mud but now requiring the addition 
of fertilizers. It is some index of the improved agricultural pro- 
ductivity that, after centuries in which the population of Egypt 
had declined to perhaps only one-third or one-quarter of its ancient 
maximum, it should, according to estimates, have increased by 
some 75 per cent, in one generation between 1821 and 1847, not- 

1 This factor is well brought out by D. G. Hogarth, A Wattderim Scholar in 
the Levant (1896), 156 ff, 

a This comparison has been independently developed by Dr, A. Bonnd, 
in Journal of the Middle East Society , I, No. 3-4 (Jerusalem, 1947), 40 ff. 

8 G. C. Allen, A Short Economic History of Modern Japan, 156. 
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withstanding the drain of war and conscription. Mohammed Ali 
moreover introduced to some thousands of young Egyptians the 
elements of Western education and culture. 1 And, not least, he 
left his country free from debt. 

* * ★ 

During his nine years government of Syria and Lebanon (183 1- 
40), Ibrahim Pasha followed his father’s example in encouraging 
education with a military and technical intention. While govern- 
ment elementary and secondary schools were opened for Muslims 
in the principal towns, he provided for the Christian majority in 
the Lebanon, a community outstanding in the Middle East for its 
combination of intelligence with application and adaptability, by 
encouraging the establishment of foreign missions. The French 
Jesuits were allowed to return in 1831 and rapidly opened schools, 
finally founding their Universite de St. Joseph at Beirut in 1875. 
The American Presbyterian Mission which had first arrived at 
Beirut in 1820 established a printing-press in that town in 1834. 2 
By i860 they had thirty-three schools with a thousand children, 
and in 1866 they founded the Syrian Protestant College, subse- 
quently renamed the American University of Beirut. While the 
Jesuits’ printing-press produced from 1853 onwards a series of 
scholarly works in French or Latin, the Americans devoted them- 
selves to the production of school-texts in Arabic . Thus, while the 
French Catholics made a valuable contribution to the progress of 
Syrian education in general, the Americans played the greater part 
in the revival of Arabic as a literary language, after three centuries 
of neglect in favour of the official Turkish, and so unconsciously 
inspired the first Arab nationalist aspirations, in the propagation of 
which some of their students and locally-recruited teachers played 
a leading part. What began as cultural societies came to assume an 
air of political conspiracy in the sacred name of liberty from Otto- 
man oppression. About 1880 a secret society of twenty-two 
members, including Muslims and Druze but founded by young 
Christians educated at the Syrian Protestant College, displayed a 

1 The number of students who passed through the government schools has 
been estimated at 10-12,000 (J. Lugol, Le Panarabisme (Cairo, 1946), 166 f., 
quoting A. Sammarco), 

2 Two Christian monasteries in Lebanon had printing-presses from the early 
18th century, contemporary with the establishment of the first press at Istanbul; 
but they had negligible effect on the general culture of the region. 
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series of placards in die cities of Syria, demanding in increasingly 
violent language the adoption of Arabic as the official language, 
the freedom of the press from censorship, self-government for 
Syria in union with Lebanon, etc. About 1883, however, the young 
conspirators became so nervous of the ubiquitous Ottoman secret 
police that they closed down the society and destroyed their re- 
cords, while several of the most active members found it prudent to 
retire to the tolerance of Egypt under its new British rulers. George 
Antonius, who alone records this first incident in the history of 
Syrian nationalism, has been at some pains to demonstrate, by 
eliciting after some fifty years the testimony of surviving partici- 
pants or contemporary Arab observers, that the appeal of this 
‘enlightened elite’ to Arab national sentiment had a widespread 
effect; 1 but in spite of his argument that their secret activities could 
not, in the nature of things, have been fully appraised by the British 
consular agents then resident in Beirut, his patriotism seems to have’ 
led him to exaggerate the influence of these pioneers, and the con- 
suls’ assessment of the movement as ‘a damp squib which excited an 
apathetic population only to a faint show of curiosity’ is borne out 
by the sequel; For the next twenty-five years Arab nationalist 
activity was conducted in the main from the safe remoteness of 
Cairo and Paris. In Syria, except for the temporary excitement 
provoked by an agitator who was imprisoned in the ’nineties for 
his outspoken denunciations of Ottoman tyranny, the movement 
‘lay prone as though in sleep, held down by Abdul Hamid’s 
tyranny, and drugged by the opiates of his pan-Islamic policy’. 
The resourceful Sultan, 2 indeed, besides encouraging the revival 
of Muslim sentiment by such measures as the construction of the 
Hijaz Railway to Madina, had systematically bestowed benefac- 
tions on Arab learned institutions, had spent large sums on the 
Muslim Holy Cities, had employed large numbers of Arabs in his 
personal service, and had had an Arab battalion in his royal Guards . 
In these ways, and through his far-reaching spy-system, the in- 
cipient growth of political thought among his Arab subjects was 
diverted from a nationalist direction into the safer channel of 
pan-Islam. A number of Christian Arabs, on the other hand, and a 
few Muslim modernists, were seduced from their cultural tradition 

1 op. cit., 79 ff. 

2 He was still regarded by the townsmen of Iraq with 'very remarkable 
veneration’ as late as 1925 (Longrigg, op. cit., 312, n. 1). 
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by the European education provided by the French mission- 
schools and became ‘Levantines’, ‘living in two worlds or more at 
once, without belonging to either; ... no longer having a standard 
of values of their own, unable to create but able only to imitate; 
and so not even to imitate correctly, since that also needs a certain 
originality’, in the penetrating diagnosis of Albert Hourani. 1 

* * * 

In Persia and Iraq the impact of Europe was much more lightly 
felt. While the coasts of the Levant and Egypt were directly ex- 
posed to the influences of Europe, they reached Tehran and Bagh- 
dad only after they had passed through the filters of Moscow, 
Bombay, or Istanbul, which greatly lessened their vitality and 
penetrating power. The influence of Christian missions was con- 
fined in the main to the small Christian minorities. More impor- 
tant was the 'impact of European commerce and techniques, the 
influence of European traders and mechanics, of travellers and 
archaeologists. In Persia the printing-press had reached Tabriz in 
1812 and Tehran in 1823. Persian medical and other students were 
sent to England as early as 1810-15. In 1852 the Persian govern- 
ment granted a large subsidy to found and maintain the Dar al- 
Funun or House of Sciences, intended to educate a hundred boys, 
primarily as army-officers. The subjects taught included some 
sciences and French, English, and Russian; and there were Euro- 
pean as well as Persian teachers. In 1855 the Persian Ministry of 
Education was set up, and three years later forty-two students 
were sent to Europe. However, during his long reign the policy of 
Nasir ud-Din Shah (1848-96) was to discourage his subjects from 
visiting Europe, and he did not as a rule allow the sons of notables 
to be educated abroad. Modernism had thus to come in trickles 
through the indirect and uncertain channels of mission-schools and 
hospitals, European military missions, consuls, bank and tele- 
graph-company officials, and traders. In Baghdad schools and 
the first printing-press were established under Da’ud Pasha 
(1817-32), and by the middle of the century the efforts that were 
being made in Istanbul to modernize the Ottoman administration 
were beginning slowly to take effect even in this remote and neg- 
lected province. ‘If government be judged by the freedom and 

1 Syria and Lebanon , 70 f . 
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happiness of its subjects, the new era showed no great advance on 
the old: security was as low, justice as rare, exaction as cruel, policy 
as foolish. In certain aspects indeed there was progress. . . .In- 
creasingly officials appointed to high office had something of 
modern education. There was greater specialization of function. 
There were, in fact, the bones of reasonable government into 
which the rare ability and goodwill of a governor might yet infuse 
life.’ 1 For example, the ‘honest, vigorous, and liberal’ Mohammed 
Rashid Pasha, who governed for five years from 1853, re-opened a 
score of disused irrigation-canals and founded a company for river- 
navigation; and he was only the precursor of Midhat Pasha who 
in three short years 1869-72 began to organize for the first time a 
system of land-registration, in an attempt to put an end to tribal 
lawlessness. He made plans for river-reclamation, river-naviga- 
tion, industrialization, town improvements. He founded muni- 
cipalities and administrative councils, enforced conscription, tried 
but failed to suppress corruption, and in Baghdad started a news- 
paper, military factories, a hospital, an alms-house, an orphanage, 
and numerous schools whereby the literacy-rate among towns- 
people rose from perhaps £ per cent, in 1850 to some 5 to 10 per 
cent, by 1900. In this mass of projects completed or attempted ‘it 
is not difficult to find traces of hastiness, of economic considera- 
tions mistaken or ignored, of excessive confidence in the catch- 
words of progress, of a preference for the spectacular to the 

judicious Yet his vision, his patriotic energy, his absolute 

integrity performed greater works than his imperfect education 
could mar’, and as recently as twenty years ago his name was still 
‘constantly on the lips of townsmen and tribesmen, and always as 
an enlightened innovator’. 2 Midhat applied in its entirety the 
modernized Ottoman administrative system. ‘A numerous class 
of regular officials, the Efiendis, stepped into the place of the old 
arbitrary Pashas. Literate but not otherwise educated, backward 
but decorous in social habit, uniform in a travesty of European 
dress, exact and over-refined in the letter of officialdom, com- 
pletely remote from a spirit of public service, identifying the body- 
public with their own class, contemptuous of tribe and cultivator, 
persistent speakers of Turkish among Arabs and, finally, almost 
universally corrupt and venal — such were the public servants in 

1 Longrigg, op. cit., 281. 
s Longrigg, op. cit., 298 ff. 
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whose sole hands lay the functions of government/ 1 The period is 
marked by ‘the change of turban to fez, of flowing beard to the 
stubble of the half-shaven, of careless medieval rule to corrupt 
sophistication’. 2 In spite of the coming of steamship and telegraph 
and a rudimentary postal-system, the historian of modern Iraq 
concludes: ‘The country passed from the nineteenth century little 
less wild and ignorant, as unfitted for self-government, and not 
less corrupt, than it had entered the sixteenth; nor had its standards 
of material fife outstripped its standards of mind and character. Its 
resources lay untouched, however clearly indicated by the famous 
ages of the past and by the very face of the country. Government’s 
essential duty of leading tribe and town together in the way of 
progress had scarcely been recognized, barely begun . . . ; in the 
yet clearer task of securing liberty and rights to the governed, how- 
ever backward, it had failed more signally perhaps than any govern- 
ment of the time called civilized.’ 3 

* * * 

The discretion, the judgment, the basic financial soundness 
which, in spite of many errors and miscalculations in detail, char- 
acterized the work of Mohammed AH, were lacking in his suc- 
cessors in Egypt. When Sa’id Pasha died in 1863 he left debts of 
about -£12,000,000, composed of his obligations to the Suez 
Canal Co. for his 44 per cent, share of the capital issue, of public 
works of various kinds, personal loans, etc. But whereas the key- 
note of Sa’id’s character had been easygoing indolence and com- 
placency, his thirty-three-years-old successor Isma’il was a man of 
large and ambitious ideas which had been stimulated by his 
education in Paris. Moreover, he came to the throne at the height 
of the American Civil War, when the interruption of the supply 
of American cotton to Lancashire led to a tremendous boom in 
Egyptian cotton. Between 1861 and 1864 the export of cotton in- 
creased threefold and its value more than fourfold. Consequently 
Isma’il was led by prosperity into extravagant dreams of expanding 
and modernizing his country’s economy. He began by taking ex- 
ception to some of the more audacious terms of the Suez Canal Co.’s 
concession which De Lesseps had foisted upon his complacent pre- 

x Longrigg, op. c it., 281 f. 

* Longrigg, op. cit., 277. 

1 Longrigg, op. cit., 321 f. 
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decessor, and to indemnify the Company and meet other liabilities 
Isma’il raised in 1864 his first foreign loan, a matter of £5,700,000 
from the ‘British’ banking-house of Friihling and Goschen. 1 In the 
years 1863-5 an outbreak of cattle-disease swept Egypt; in order to 
restore the herds and carry out a plan for extending the railways, 
Isma’il went to Friihling and Goschen again in 1866 for another 
loan of £3,000,000. Heavy expenditure on the army and public 
works — railways, telegraphs, canals, etc. — caused his budget for 
1867 to be in deficit by some .£4,000,000. He accordingly con- 
tracted with the ‘British’ bank of Oppenheim & Co. a new loan of 
-£11,900,000, which was so discounted by the bank that he actually 
received only £7,200,000. The end of die American Civil War 
having been followed by a fall in the sale of Egyptian cotton, Isma’il 
had attempted to redress the economic situation by encouraging the 
planting and processing of sugar on a large scale. To finance this 
he went in 1870 to the firm of Bischoffsheim for a new loan of 
-£7,000,000, which discounting reduced to about -£5,000,000 in 
ready cash. He conceived an ambitious scheme for opening up the 
Sudan to modern influences and suppressing the slave-trade 
‘throughout Central Africa’, an enterprise in which he was enthu- 
siastically abetted by the British soldier Sir Samuel Baker, who 
promised him that he would place the Egyptian flag ‘at least one 
degree south of the Equator’. The total cost of this, and other ex- 
peditions to extend Egyptian dominion along the Somali coast to 
Cape Guardafui and as far south as Kisimayu (from where he was 
warned offby the British government, on behalf of its protege the 
Sultan of Zanzibar) is not known; but Baker’s four-year expedi- 
tion to the Equatorial Sudan cost about half-a-million. Baker him- 
self received .£10,000 a year and all expenses; he was accompanied 
by his wife and nephew; and his successor Gordon was amazed to 
discover the superb china, the Bohemian glass, fine cutlery, 
damask linen, and the best French wines which had alleviated the 
rigours of the expedition. With the lavish expense on such enter- 
prises, on railways and irrigation-canals, the Suez Canal, on 
European-style schools, harbours, bridges, shipping, urban deve- 
lopment, telegraphs, water-works, and lighthouses, on the Army, 
on presents to the Sultan and bakhshish to his ministers and court- 
iers, on personal display, pageantry, and self-indulgence, on 

1 Sa’id had already three times taken the insidiously tempting bait of foreign 
loans, but for smaller sums. 
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interest and sinking-fund payments on the loans which never 
amounted to less than 12 per cent, per annum on the principal, it is 
not surprising that, despite a great increase in the taxes levied on 
the fellahin, expenditure during Isma’il’s reign amounted to 
nearly double the total revenue for the period. In 1873 the floating 
debt had risen to -£23,000,000; and in order to gain temporary 
relief from this burden the Khedive 1 contracted with Oppenheim 
& Co. a new loan of .£32,000,000, but at a disastrous discount: 
after discount, interest and commission had been deducted, he 
received less than £20,000,000 in hard cash. In order to 
execute his ambitious programme of public works, moreover, 
Isma’il had had recourse to large numbers of European con- 
tractors (by 1871 the foreign population had increased to about 
five and a half times its size in 1836), and many of these were un- 
scrupulous adventurers who undertook concessions only in order 
to find some alleged breach-of-contract on the part of the Egyptian 
government and extract an exorbitant indemnity in the appro- 
priate consular court to which the Capitulations gave them access. 
When the Mixed Courts were set up in x 873 to regulate foreign 
litigation, there was £40,000,000 in foreign claims outstanding 
against the government: one case is on record in which the courts 
awarded £1,000 to a claimant who had sued for £1,200,000. So 
accustomed was the Khedive to victimization by these sharks from 
Europe that he is reported to have remarked sarcastically in the 
presence of one of them, ‘Shut that window; if this gentleman 
catches cold, it will cost me £10,000’. Lord Milner, a far from 
sympathetic critic of the extravagance of Isma’il, summed up the 
situation: ‘The European concession-hunter and loan-monger, the 
Greek publican andpawnbroker, thejewish and Syrian moneylender 
and land-grabber, who could always with ease obtain the protection 
of some European Power, battened on the Egyptian Treasury 
and the poor Egyptian cultivator to an almost incredible extent.’ 2 

By the end of 1875 Ism’ ail, whose debts now amounted to 
£91,000,000, was four millions short on his next payment of inter- 
est. In this plight he decided to dispose of his 44 per cent, share in 
the capital of the Suez Canal Co.; and, as is well known, Disraeli 
bought these shares for Britain for just under £4,000,000. Isma’il’s 


1 He had purchased this impressive but empty Persian title from the Sultan in 
1866. 

2 England inEgypt , thirteenth ed., 15; cf. also 176 ff. 
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rueful comment was, ‘This is the best financial and political trans- 
action ever made even by a British government; but a very bad one 
for us’. 1 The end could not now be long delayed. By April 1876 
the state was bankrupt; and an international Caisse de la Dette 
Publique was set up, with British and French commissioners to 
receive the Egyptian revenues, supervise the railways and the port 
of Alexandria, and maintain the payments due to the creditors. 
‘In short, the bailiffs were in’, and the Dual Control, British and 
French, had begun to regulate the public life of Egypt. 

Egyptian nationalists in our own day have claimed that Isma’il 
was an enlightened ruler actuated primarily by the desire to 
develop his country, and that it was his misfortune, due to inex- 
perience of the pitfalls in international finance, that submerged 
him and Egypt under the burden of debt. 2 Closer examination of 
his character, however, fails to exonerate him to this extent. He 
was the first of his dynasty to be superficially Europeanized in 
education and tastes. To instal in Egypt all the external evidences of 
European material civilization, regardless of the cost, was for him 
to be in the forefront of progress, to be hailed by the world as a 
truly illustrious prince. He was actuated by personal ambition and 
an inordinate love of display, rather than by prudent regard for the 
lasting improvement of his country’s economy. Vast and costly 
development-schemes were embarked on after entirely inadequate 
study of their practicability. Intoxicated by the showers of gold 
which descended on him so frequently in the first ten glorious 
years of his reign, it was all one to the Khedive whether they were 
expended on public works or an agricultural scheme, the annexa- 
tion of some remote Equatorial province, or on a new palace and 
lavish entertainments; Milner doubted whether the portion of 
Isma’il’s loans devoted to works of permanent utility, excluding 
the Suez Canal, equalled 10 per cent, of the amount of debt which 
he contracted; and meanwhile his agents drove and pillaged the 
peasantry without mercy. 3 

1 In 1871 Gladstone had refused to discuss an offer to buy a share in the 
Canal Co., regarding it as purely a matter for private financiers, and unbefitting a 
government; but Disraeli with Levantine tuition grasped its imperial implica- 
tions, and immediately on coming to power in 1874 had sent Baron Lionel de 
Rothschild to Paris to try to re-open negotiations for a purchase. 

2 This is the case put forward by P. Crabites: Ismail, the Maligned Khedive , 
and by M. Rifaat Bey, op. cit., ch viii, ‘Ismail the Magnificent’. 

8 Milner, op. cit., 179. For a summary of the impressions of an unofficial 
and sympathetic British resident in Egypt, cf. Gordon Waterfield, Lucie Duff 
Gordon, ch. XbHI. 
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The European penetration of Egypt in the previous fifty years 
and the inauguration of a system of education along formally 
European lines, had created a small class of young men with a 
modern outlook, the Effendis. These young men, who through 
their education had imbibed some of the liberal and nationalist 
ideas of contemporary Western Europe, were further stimulated 
by the agitation of the Saiyid Jamal ud-Din al-Afghani, a pro- 
pagandist for the liberation of all Islam from European influence 
and exploitation, and its union under a strong Caliphate; expelled 
from Istanbul in 1 871 , he lived and taught in Cairo for eight years. 
Moreover, while Isma’il’s public-works schemes had greatly im- 
proved Egypt’s communications, production, and trade, 1 they had 
brought little profit to the masses who bore the main burden of the 
heavy taxation, which had risen by 1875 to five times its figure in 
1861. Thus a strong undercurrent of popular discontent was added 
to the nationalists’ criticism of Isma’il for his favouritism for 
Europeans, his ruinous financial policy, and the preference he 
showed for the Turco-Circassians, who survived from Mamluk 
times as the ruling-class over the native Egyptians. The inferior 
position of the native element in the army especially excited their 
indignation. The first nationalist newspapers appeared in 1877, 
and the slogan ‘Egypt for the Egyptians’ began to be heard. 

In 1878 a ministry led by the Armenian Nubar Pasha, and con- 
taining a British Minister of Finance and a French Minister of 
Public Works, ordered, among other measures for reducing ex- 
penditure and so furnishing sums to meet Egypt’s creditors, the 
drastic reduction in the size of the army to 11,000 men from a 
previous maximum of 80,000. Two thousand officers were placed 
on half-pay without settlement of their year-long arrears of pay. 
This naturally caused the greatest indignation, and in 1879 a riot of 
officers forced the resignation of the government. The British and 
French Controllers suspected that this demonstration had been 
instigated by Isma’il himself, who resented the Nubar government 
as an encroachment on his own authority. Accordingly the Powers 
obtained from the Sultan the deposition of Isma’il in favour of his 

1 The railway-system was increased to nearly five times its size at the begin- 
ning of Isma’il’s reign, telegraphs to nearly ten times, and postal services were 
greatly improved. Egyptian exports rose by 50 per cent. The population of 
Egypt as a whole increased between 1848 and 1882 by 50 per cent., and that of 
Alexandria, which had already grown about ten-fold between the beginning of 
the century and its middle, jumped by another 60 per cent, between 1848 and 
1882. 
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more amenable son Tawfiq, and the restoration with greater 
powers of the Dual Control, whose financial policy was based on 
the principle, financially orthodox but extremely callous when 
applied to the poverty-stricken masses of Egypt, that ‘no sacrifice 
should be demanded bom the creditors till every reasonable sacri- 
fice had been made by the debtors’, i.e. by the fellahin who paid the 
bulk of the taxes. The nationalist unrest grew, unchecked by the 
weak-willed new Khedive, until in September 1881 a military 
demonstration headed by Colonel Arabi, an Egyptian of fellah 
origin who had played a minor part in the officers’ riot of 1879 and 
was now the acceptedleader of the native-Egyptian junior officers 
against their Turco-Circassian seniors, forced the Khedive to accept 
a nationalist government with Arabi as Under-Secretary for War. 
Encouraged by this nationalist success, the Chamber of Notables, a 
body previously without political authority, had the temerity to 
claim the right to vote the Budget without heeding the representa- 
tions of the foreign financial Controllers. Concerned at this 
intransigence the French government, zealous as always in its 
protection of the interests of the bond-holders who were mainly 
French, proposed to the British government a joint armed inter- 
vention in Egypt. 

The British Liberal government showed itself reluctant to 
interfere so drastically in the affairs of a nominally sovereign state, 
but as the situation in Egypt showed no signs of improvement it 
finally accepted the French suggestion in January 1882. Before any 
action could be taken however, the French government fell on a 
domestic issue, and its successor proved singularly irresolute on the 
subject of Egypt. In February a full-blooded nationalist govern- 
ment came into power in Cairo with Arabi now Minister for War. 
He made plans to expand the army and place the effective political 
power in the hands of the native-Egyptian officers. The British and 
French governments, now thoroughly alarmed at the course of 
events, joined in despatching naval squadrons to Alexandria, and 
in sending a note to the Khedive demanding the dismissal of the 
nationalist government. At the same time the British government 
invited the Ottoman government to intervene, and was willing to 
refer the whole Egyptian question to an international conference 
composed of the ambassadors of the Great Powers at Istanbul; 
gestures which appear to rule out any idea of a pre-conceived 
British plan to annex Egypt. The dismissal of the nationalist 
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government was followed by anti-foreign disorders, the worst 
of which occurred at Alexandria and caused the deaths of 57 
Europeans and 140 Egyptians. Arabi began to strengthen the 
military defences of Alexandria, presumably to meet the threat 
of a landing from the British and French squadrons. On 5 July, 
the British government decided to demand the cessation of 
these military works at Alexandria, with the threat that the 
fleet would otherwise destroy them. The French government, 
however, declined to co-operate, and withdrew its ships the 
day before the British on 11 July, having had no reply to their 
ultimatum, destroyed Arabi’s defences by a heavy bombardment. 
The commander of the British force disembarked at Alexandria, 
faced by the Egyptian army in prepared positions twelve miles 
away, resolved on an outflanking movement from the Suez Canal. 
The French government now proposed to concert with Britain 
action limited to safeguarding the neutrality of the Canal; but the 
Opposition overwhelmingly defeated the motion, arguing the 
impossibility of separating the Canal from the general Egyptian 
question. While the French chamber debated, British troops were 
landed at Port Said. They shattered the Egyptian army at Tell el- 
Kebir on 13 September and entered Cairo two days later. In the 
following month Britain informed France of her intention to with- 
draw from the Dual Control. In the following July a Khedivial 
decree abolished it altogether, and Evelyn Baring, later Lord 
Cromer, became for twenty-four years the de facto ruler of Egypt. 
The French historian Driault claimed that the abstention of France 
was due to ‘her desire not to conflict with Egyptian national senti- 
ment, which she had believed capable of more energetic resistance’. 
French public opinion had, however, made no objection to the 
systematic exploitation of the inexperience of Egypt’s rulers to the 
profit largely of French investors in the previous twenty-eight 
years, nor to the pitiless spoliation of the Egyptian fellahin to meet 
the payment of usurous interest. 1 The abstention of France was 
due to her government’s indecision, the besetting weakness of her 
political system under the Third Republic. But French public 
opinion has never forgiven Britain for taking action when she hung 
back, and for twenty-two years she bitterly obstructed every con- 
structive British effort to restore and improve the economic condi- 
tion of the Egyptian people. 

1 Lord Cromer, Modem Egypt , 28 ff. 
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With the trial and exile of Arabi the first Egyptian nationalist 
movement collapsed utterly. 1 It had originally been the genuine 
intention of the British government, with the concurrence of 
Baring, to withdraw from Egypt as soon as the authority of the 
Khedive had been restored. This is clearly demonstrated by tele- 
grams exchanged between the Foreign Office and Baring as late as 
January 1884. 2 As late as 1887 the government negotiated with 
the Ottoman government for a withdrawal at the end of three 
years, provided that at that time the security of Egypt was not 
threatened either from within or without. This proposal was 
however brought to nothing, mainly (ironically enough) by the 
opposition of France to the conditions imposed. The principal 
factor behind the continued British occupation was the rising in 
1881 of the Sudanese Muslims, under the religious leadership of 
the self-styled Mahdi Mohammed Ahmed of Dongola, against 
grievous Egyptian oppression and misrule, and their destruction of 
Egyptian armies under British command sent to repress them. It 
was felt that Britain could not allow this fanatic horde to overrun 
Egypt, as it might well have done in view of the collapse of 
authority there, and threaten Britain’s imperial communications. 
The killing of General Gordon at Khartoum in 1885 let loose a 
surge of patriotic sentiment in Britain and finally made it imposs- 
ible for the government to withdraw from Egypt. 

The collapse of the nationalist movement gave Cromer some 
twenty years to re-organize the finances and promote the economic 
development of Egypt with the passive co-operation of the Egypt- 
ians, except for some opposition from the headstrong young 
Abbas II, who succeeded as Khedive in 1892, and his advisers, 
jealous of Cromer’s power. The restoration of Egypt’s solvency, 
the extension of the crop-area by nearly one-fifth in the ’nineties 
as a result of the completion of the Delta Barrage and the extension 
of perennial irrigation, and the abolition of the age-old institution 
of compulsory unpaid labour (the corvee), which thus gave the 
fellahin the first rudimentary rights of free men: these elements of 
progress, which form one of the finer chapters in the history of 
British imperialism, were possible only because of Cromer’s 

1 The judgements of Egyptian writers on Arabi and his associates are apt to 
vary with the contemporary political climate. Since Egypt’s military revolution 
of 1952, Arabi has been treated more sympathetically than he was during the 
reigns of the successors of the Khedive whom he had defied, 

2 Lord Zetland, Lord Cromer , 88 ff. 
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creation of an administrative machine which was summed up as 
consisting of ‘British, heads and Egyptian hands'. The Egyptian 
upper and middle classes were not yet capable of the necessary ad- 
ministrative efficiency and integrity to occupy positions of re- 
sponsibility in so complicated a machine. The Khedive and the 
Prime Minister had continually to accept the ‘advice’ of the august 
and masterful British Agent and Consul-General. Each Egyptian 
minister had his British adviser, and each provincial governor his 
British inspector, who through their direct access to Cromer 
wielded the effective power of government. Hence the Turco- 
Egyptian upper-class resented the British encroachment on their 
freedom to manipulate the governance of their country to their 
own advantage, and the growing literate middle-class (the number 
of newspapers published in Egypt increased more than four-fold 
from 1892 to 1899) envied the British their control of the best 
positions in the administration, 1 and was humiliated by that chilly 
reserve which afflicts so many Englishmen in the presence of 
strangers and foreigners. These grievances were to some extent 
fanned by the French, for it was to France that progressive Egyptian 
fathers continued to send their sons to finish their education, and 
the Egyptian secondary-school system, such as it was, was still 
modelled on the French pattern. The necessity for keeping the 
capitulatory Powers acquiescent towards Britain’s de facto position 
in Egypt by interfering as little as possible with the international 
status quo there prevented Cromer from entering into effective 
competition with the French virtual monopoly of higher educa- 
tion and cultural and political propaganda, even had the laissez- 
faire attitude towards education of successive British governments 
admitted such an idea. When Cromer did at length come to 
organize an educational system, it was for the utilitarian pur- 
pose of training Egyptian junior officials for the administration, 
and served no cultural or political end. 2 

Thus it was in anti-British circles in Paris that the apostle 
of the second phase of Egyptian nationalism, the consump- 
tive young law-student Mustafa Kamil, was encouraged to make 
his first inflamma tory speeches against the British occupation. On 
his return to Egypt about 1895 he formed the Nationalist Party, 
al-Hizb al-Watani, founded a newspaper, and set up a school for 

1 cf. the rather naive comments of M. Rifaat Bey, op. cit., 225 f., 234. 

2 cf. Lloyd, op. cit., VoL I, ch. xi. 
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propagating his political creed among the young men. The Anglo- 
French Entente of 1904 was a setback for the Nationalists, since the 
French could no longer actively support Britain’s enemies in 
Egypt. But the defeat by Asiatic Japan of Russia, the European 
Great Power that had encroached so extensively and so consistently 
on the Dar ul-Islam, encouraged them greatly; and they were 
fanned to fury in 1906 by the ‘barbarity dictated by panic’ with 
which the British-controlled administration, during Cromer’s 
absence on leave, punished the villagers, of Dinshawai for a mur- 
derous attack on British officers who had mistakenly shot their 
tame pigeons. In the following year Lord Cromer retired from his 
long proconsulship. He was not a man who sympathized with the 
pretensions of mediocrities nor, as he grew older, with the head- 
strongness of youth; and his final Annual Report did not spare the 
weaknesses of the Nationalist movement: ‘It can be no matter for 
surprise that the educated youth should begin to clamour for a 
greater share than heretofore in the government and administra- 
tion of their country. Nothing could be more ungenerous than to 
withhold a certain amount ofsympathy for these very legitimate 
aspirations. Nothing, on the other hand, could be more unwise 
than to abstain, at this early period of the National movement, 
from pointing out to all who are willing to listen to reason the 
limits which, for the time being, must be assigned to those aspira- 
tions. . . . The programme of the National Party is quite incap- 
able of realization at present j and it may well be doubted whether, 
in the form in which it is now conceived, it can ever be realized. . . . 
In any case I must whollv decline to take any part in furthering 
proposals, the adoption of which would in my opinion constitute a 
flagrant injustice, not only to the very large foreign interests in- 
volved, but also to those ten or twelve millions of Egyptians, to the 
advancement of whose moral and material welfare I have devoted 
the best years of my life.’ While Cromer did not reject the idea of 
self-government as the ultimate goal of Egypt’s political evolution, 
he had many doubts of Egyptian administrative capacity, and the 
‘very large foreign interests’ he had in mind comprised not only the 
per cent, of the population that was foreign, but the fact that 
78 per cent, of the Egyptian public debt and joint-stock capital was 
in foreign hands. Hence his preference, underestimating the emo- 
tional forces which national sentiment generates, for ‘a constitution 
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which will enable all the dwellers in cosmopolitan Egypt, be they 
Muslim or Christian, European, Asiatic, or African, to be fused 
into one self-governing body’. He gave his encouragement to the 
newly-formed reformist party Hizb al-Umma, inspired by the 
distinguished theological reformer Sheikh Mohammed Abduh, 
probably the first great thinker that Eastern Islam had produced 
since al-Ghazzali; and he had recently approved the appointment 
of one of the most promising members of that party as Minister of 
Education: his name was Sa’d Zaghlul. 

Cromer’s successor Sir Eldon Gorst had served under him with 
considerable distinction; but he returned to Egypt in 1907 with 
‘strong, if not very precise instructions’ to introduce political re- 
forms. The British general-election landslide of 1906 had brought 
into power after twenty years in the political wilderness a Liberal 
government which contained a considerable proportion of 
humanist Radicals who regarded constitutional representative 
government as something of a panacea for the ills of the world. 
The kind of directive which Gorst received has been summarized 
as to ‘relax British control and give the Egyptian government 
greater freedom of action in matters of policy and administration, 
even at the cost of less efficiency; to help the Egyptian people to 
learn for themselves the first lessons ofself-government which some 
measure of responsibility, however slight, alone could teach 
them’. 1 It was, however, to be no programme of headlong sur- 
render to the Nationalists, though it was represented as such by 
diehards among the official and unofficial British colony in Egypt. 
Gorst declared in his first Annual Report that ‘until the people 
have made a great deal more progress in the direction of moral and 
intellectual development, the creation of representative institu- 
tions, as understood in England, would only cause more harm than 
good, and would give a complete setback to the present policy of 
administrative reform’. He accordingly sought to win the co- 
operation of the Khedive Abbas II, now a man of thirty-five, in the 
hope of moulding him into a constitutional monarch, who would 
provide stability at the apex for the pyramid of the Egyptian polity; 
and he planned to strengthen the base of the pyramid by a con- 
structive extension of the very limited powers of the Provincial 
Councils. Thus, underpinned from below and held in place from 

1 Chirol, op. cit., 108. 

■9 



1 1 8 A Short History of the Middle East 

above, there was a prospect that the central Legislature might 
grow in responsibility and wisdom. 

It was not to be. The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 had 
forced the Sultan to restore the constitution which he had sus- 
pended in 1876; and in an access of emotional liberalism it 
had declared equal all the races of the Ottoman Empire. The 
sympathetic enthusiasm generated among the Egyptian Nation- 
alists was great, and found expression in violent and unrestrained 
agitation. The campaign reached its climax in 1910 in the murder 
of the Coptic 1 Prime Minister Butros Ghali, who had given 
the Nationalists some reason on three occasions in his career to 
regard him as a Quisling of the British. His murderer was charac- 
teristic of the type that commits such political crimes: a physically 
weak, bankrupt young chemist of fair education, moody and 
introspective. 

In 191 x Sir Eldon Gorst retired, fatally stricken with cancer and 
disappointed by the failure of his experiment in the gradual intro- 
duction of representative institutions. He stated in his last Annual 
Report: ‘We have to make the Egyptians understand that the 
British government do not intend to allow themselves to be 
hustled into going further or faster in the direction of self-govern- 
ment than they consider to be in the interests of the Egyptian 
people as a whole. Institutions really representative of the people 
are obviously impossible in a country in which only 6 per cent, of 
the population can read and write.’ A critic might have asked why 
Britain persisted in imposing her rule on this people whose vocal 
elements were so ungrateful. The fact was, of course, that since 
the German Drang nach Osten had become a serious factor 
in her Middle East policy, the control of the Suez Canal was 
more than ever vital to her imperial communications; and 
in addition, her prestige and a large sum of British capital 
were now committed in Egypt. But it was not the British 
way to admit openly these material arcana imperii . Instead, 
the Spectator could write, ‘It would be an inhuman devolution of 
our duty in the world to sacrifice the poor Egyptians, to allow them 
to become once more the prey of extortioners and bullies’, and 
The Times could declare with less than its customary objectivity, 

1 There had never been an Egyptian-Muslim Prime Minister since the 
British occupation in 1882: one was Armenian, one a Turkish Jew, two Turkish 
Muslims, and now the Copt Butros Ghali. 
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‘The real object (of the Nationalists) is a return to the old system 
of class-privilege, oppression, and corruption’. 1 

In choosing a successor to Sir Eldon Gorst the British govern- 
ment made one of those sharp reversals of policy which are not un- 
common when a previous policy has proved unsuccessful. After 
consulting Lord Cromer, whose scepticism of the Egyptian 
capacity for self-government had hardened in view of the events 
which had followed his retirement, it appointed that formidable 
soldier Lord Kitchener, who regarded Western political institu- 
tions as an unqualified danger to Oriental peoples. ‘Party spirit’, 
he once said, ‘is to them like strong drink to uncivilized African 
natives. . . . The future development of the vast mass of the in- 
habitants depends upon improved conditions of agriculture which, 
with educational progress, are the more essential steps towards the 
material and moral advance of the people.’ He declared in his 
Annual Report for 1912 his strong disapproval of any encourage- 
ment of the ‘so-called political classes’, and in his Organic Law of 
1913 he sought to re-organize the existing legislative bodies so as to 
secure adequate representation for the agricultural population: 
‘Noisy extremists and outside political influences must be elimin- 
ated if the Assembly is really to represent the hardworking, un- 
heard masses of the people.’ At the same time the administration 
provided additional irrigation-water for agriculture by raising the 
height of the Aswan Dam, and sought to protect the small pro- 
prietor from the seizure of his holding for debt through the Five 
Feddan Law. The prestige attaching to Kitchener’s past career, and 
the strength of his personality did restore a measure of political 
tranquillity, and his vigorously prosecuted agricultural policy en- 
gendered prosperity and confidence. Nevertheless the Legislative 
Assembly, as elected after the passing of the new Organic Law, 
continued its factious obstruction. A clash between the administra- 
tion and Zaghlul who, after losing his ministerial office as a result 
of his incurring the enmity of the Khedive, had become leader of 
the Nationalist opposition with a solid group of followers, was 
averted only by the outbreak of the First World War. Moreover, 
the administration had deteriorated in quality owing to Kitchener’s 

1 J. Alexander, The Truth About Egypt (1911), 209, 92; this work is an excellent 
example of contemporary ‘Egyptophobia 5 . As late as 1934 Lord Lloyd could 
write, ‘From 1889 to 1922 our foremost concern had been to secure the humane 
and stable administration of the affairs of the Egyptian masses. 5 (Egypt since 
Cromer , II, 354; the italics are mine.) 
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high-handed methods, unwillingness to accept advice, and per- 
sonal prejudices. Some valuable British servants of the Egyptian 
government had resigned in consequence, and had been replaced by 
men with poorer qualifications. Thus, while the number of British 
officials had rapidly increased since Cromer’s time, their standard 
had steadily deteriorated. It was said also that Kitchener’s choice 
of Egyptian advisers and assistants was not always of the happiest. 1 
A contemporary appreciation clearly saw the dangers which lay 
below the surface: ‘The superficial quiet is that of suppressed dis- 
content — a sullen, hopeless mistrust towards the government of 
occupation. The government has not yet succeeded in endearing, 
or even recommending, itself to the Egyptian people, but is on the 
contrary an object of suspicion, an occasion of enmity. Nationalist 
feeling is very strong in spite of determined attempts to stamp out 
all freedom of political opinion. The wholesale muzzling of the 
press has not only reduced the Muslim majority to a condition of 
internal ferment, but has seriously alienated the hitherto loyal 
Copts.’ 2 However, the entry of the Ottoman Empire into the War 
was followed by the declaration of martial law in Egypt, and the 
whole political question was suspended, and discontent driven still 
further underground, to fester until the end of the world conflict. 

★ * * 

Meanwhile, although Arabs were not strongly represented in 
the Young Turk Committee of Union and Progress, the nation- 
alists of Syria had been greatly encouraged by the Turkish Revolu- 
tion, and in September 1908 they formed at Istanbul the Arab- 
Ottoman Brotherhood, al-Ikha al-’Arabi al-’Uthmani, whose 
objects were to unite all the races of the Empire in loyalty to the 
Sultan, to protect the new liberal constitution, to promote the well- 
being of the Arab provinces on a footing of real equality, etc. 
However, following an attempted counter-revolution promoted 
by Abdul Hamid in 1909, the Young Turks introduced new 
security measures, one of which was the prohibition of all societies 
founded by non-Turkish groups. The Ikha was shut down, and the 
Arab Nationalists were driven underground to continue their 

1 Amin Yusuf, Independent Egypt, S3. 

* Asiatic Review (April, 1914), quoted by Lothrop Stoddard, The New World 
of Islam, 154 f. 
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political activities in secret. The first of their secret societies, the 
Qahtaniya, was dissolved after one year for fear that it had been 
betrayed to the Turks. In Paris seven Muslim students, who 
included Jamil Mardam (later Prime Minister of Syria) and 
Awni ’Abdul Hadi (now a Palestine Arab 'elder statesman’), 
founded the Young Arab Association, al-Jam’iya al-’Arabiya al- 
Fatat, with the object of securing Arab independence from Turkish 
or any other foreign rule. The society grew and in 1913 organized 
in Paris a six-day congress attended by twenty-four delegates, 
eleven of them Christians, drawn mainly from Syria and Iraq 
(the Iraqi delegates included Tawfiq as-Suwaidi, a subsequent 
Prime Minister of Iraq). The congress expressed a general desire 
to remain within the Ottoman Empire, provided that home- 
rule could be secured, and stressed the importance of preventing 
European Powers from meddling in the question. In the same 
year al-Fatat moved its headquarters to Syria. By this time its 
membership had risen to over 2,000, mainly Muslim, and 
included Shukri al-Quwwatli and Faris al-Khuri (who became 
respectively the first President of a genuinely independent Syria, 
and her first representative on the Security Council). 

Nor was Iraq without its local nationalist stirrings. A Patriotic 
Society, founded at Baghdad to expel the Turks and establish an 
autonomous government, numbered among its members more 
than a hundred army-officers and many local notables; among 
those who came to the unfavourable notice of the Turkish authori- 
ties were Hamdi al-Pachaji (who was Prime Minister of Iraq 
early in 1946). In March 1913 a conference of Arab notables of 
Lower Iraq and neighbouring territories was held at Muhammara, 
in Persian territory, to work for the independence of Iraq and 
Turkish Arabia. In November the Iraqi nationalists made over- 
tures to the young Amir Abdul Aziz ibn Sa’ud, who had by now 
made himself master of Najd with an outlet on the Persian Gulf. He 
expressed his sympathy for their cause, but could at present do no 
more, neutralized as he was strategically by his ancestral enemy, 
the pro-Turkish Amir of the Jebel Shammar to the north. The 
Turks were partly aware of this growth of nationalist sentiment, 
and attempted to disrupt both the Syrian and the Iraqi movements 
by offers of high political positions to some of their leading figures; 
but though some few were seduced in this way, the Turks were 
not prepared to offer any such concessions in the direction of local 
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autonomy as would disarm the politically-ambitious Arab notables 
who were as yet the sole exponents of nationalism. 

Meanwhile Aziz Ali al-Misri, a young Arab officer who had 
distinguished himself in the Ottoman service, but who had re- 
signed his commission feeling that his services had been unworthily 
rewarded by the Young Turks, founded early in 1914 as a substitute 
for the defunct Qahtaniya a society called al-’Ahd, the ‘Solemn 
League and Covenant’. It consisted almost entirely of Arab army- 
officers and consequently contained a preponderance of Iraqis, since 
they were the most numerous regional group of Arabs in the Otto- 
man Army. Branches of the society were founded at Baghdad and 
Mosul, and it is said to have recruited 4,000 members throughout 
the Empire. It became to the Arab army-officer what al-Fatat was 
to the civilian upper-class intellectual; but neither society knew as 
yet of the existence of the other, and contact between them was not 
established till early in 1915. In January 1914 the Young Turks had 
Aziz al-Misri arrested in Istanbul on charges of trying to set up an 
Arab kingdom in North Africa, of receiving bribes from the 
Italians during the Tripolitanian War of 1911, etc. He received a 
death-sentence, but was reprieved and finally released only on the 
intervention of the British Ambassador, as a result of representa- 
tions from Lord Kitchener in Egypt. 

An index of the spread of intellectual, and consequently of poli- 
tical, interest in the Arab world at this time is provided by the great 
increase in the numbers of newspapers published between 1904 and 
1914. They rose in Lebanon from twenty-nine to 168, in Syria 
from three to eighty-seven, in Palestine from one to thirty-one, in 
Iraq from two to seventy, in the Hijaz from none to six, a ten-fold 
expansion over the entire area. In addition, nationalist newspapers 
published by Arab emigres abroad were smuggled in through the 
foreign post-offices which existed under the Capitulations. The 
nationalist movement was, however, still confined to a very small 
group of army-officers and upper-class intellectuals, and touched 
the masses hardly at all; and behind the facade of the secret societies 
one may without prejudice infer the interplay of ‘personal rival- 
ries, religious differences, and sectional animosities, arising out of 
the essential individuality of the Arab character.’ 1 Their disunity 
was of course aggravated by the lack of liaison occasioned by the 
slowness of communications. Of the capitals of states and the chief 
1 Ireland, op. cit., 237. 
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towns of the vilayets, Damascus alone was connected by rail with 
Beirut and Aleppo; but between Cairo and Jerusalem, Jerusalem 
and Damascus, Damascus and Baghdad, Aleppo and Mosul, there 
was as yet no conveyance more rapid than the horse-carriage and 
the camel-caravan. This physical factor was, however, less an ob- 
stacle to the national movement than the immoderate and un- 
practical character of the Arab imagination was in the long run to 
prove. Their aim of reconstituting an independent Arab kingdom 
was inspired by the memory of the far-off Arab caliphate ofhistory, 
and in its ambitious and unpractical flights bore little relation to the 
hard facts of the present. Regarding the European Great Powers 
only as interlopers to be kept at arm’s length, the nationalists failed 
to realize to what extent, in the impending dissolution of the 
Ottoman Empire, their prospects of attaining self-government 
would be determined, not by grandiose aspirations and utopian 
and wordy manifestoes, but by the relative amounts of material 
pressure and influence which they and the interested Powers could 
respectively bring to bear on the situation. National freedom 
meant primarily to them, as members of leading Arab families, 
access to positions of power and authority for which under the 
Ottoman Empire they had to compete at a disadvantage with 
Turkish aspirants. There is no evidence that the desirability of 
improving the economic and social conditions of the poorer classes 
of the population played at this stage any part in their programme; 
indeed, since so large a proportion of them derived their wealth 
from landed property, such a programme would, by inevitably 
disturbing the 'present relation of tenant and landlord, have been 
contrary to their interests. 

★ ★ ★ 

In the uncertain interval between August and October 1914, in 
which the Ottoman Empire was still neutral, the Arab nationalists 
sought to exploit the situation to win guarantees of their inde- 
p endence, but their tactics remained cautious. The Higher Com- 
mittee of al-Fatat added to a resolution in favour of independence 
the following reservation, ‘In the event of European designs ap- 
pearing to materialize, the society is bound to work on the side of 
Turkey in order to resist foreign penetration of whatever kind or form.’ 
Similarly Aziz al-Misri, who was now living in Egypt, issued a 
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warning to the leading members of al- 5 Ahd not to be tempted into 
hostile action against the Ottoman Empire, as her entry into the 
war would expose the Arab provinces to European conquest; they 
were to stand by Turkey until effective guarantees against Euro- 
pean designs were obtained. These nationalist suspicions of 
European intentions are important in the light of the conflict with 
Britain and France that was to develop after the War. 

Meanwhile, Kitchener and his Oriental Secretary Ronald Storrs 
had been in correspondence since February 1914 with the Sharif 
Husain of Mecca, who ruled the Muslim Holy Cities on medieval 
theocratic hues and heartily disliked the efforts of his Ottoman 
suzerain to centralize provincial administration and thus sub- 
ordinate him to the Turkish wali appointed from Istanbul. This 
threat to his hereditary authority had become acute with the advent 
of the Young Turks, and had been held off only by Husains skill in 
tortuous and non-committal diplomacy. He had, however, found 
it prudent to seek the support of the British in Egypt, though his 
sons Abdullah and Faisal were anxious not to commit themselves 
to the ‘Franks 5 and make an open breach with the Turks pre- 
maturely. The British negotiators were similarly cautious as long 
as Turkey remained neutral, but in October 1914 they did commit 
themselves in general terms to ‘the emancipation of the Arabs 5 and 
‘an Arab nation 5 in return for Arab support against Turkey. At 
the same time Storrs and Gilbert Clayton of the military Intel- 
ligence approached Aziz al-Misri and others concerning the possi- 
bility of starting an Arab revolt; but these nationalists insisted as an 
indispensable preHminary on guarantees of Arab independence 
which the British spokesmen were not empowered to give. In 
January 1915 a member of the prominent Bakri family of Damas- 
cus, travelling to Mecca on Turkish official business, took with him 
a message from al-Fatat to the Sharif, asking him to concert 
measures with them for an Arab rising. The Sharif accordingly 
sent his son Faisal to Istanbul, ostensibly on official business, but 
really to sound the disposition of both the Ottoman authorities and 
the Syrian nationalists. On his northward journey he visited the 
Bakris, met members of both al-Fatat and al- 5 Ahd, was admitted to 
both societies, and informed them of the Sharif’s parleys with the 
British. On his return to Damascus in May he found that in the 
meantime the two secret societies had prepared a joint Protocol re- 
quiring, as a condition of an Arab revolt against the Ottoman 
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Empire, that Britain should recognize an independent Arab king- 
dom comprising Arabia (except Aden), Palestine, Syria and Iraq. 

I11J lily, after Britain had announced her intention of recognizing 
an independent Arab state in the Arabian Peninsula, the Sharif sent 
to Sir Henry McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, 
a note which repeated the requirements of the Damascus Protocol 
brought back by Faisal. The British Arab Bureau in Cairo had still 
only vague knowledge of the existence of the two secret societies, 
and the notion consequently became established in British minds 
that the Sharif’s demands for a Greater Arab Kingdom were solely 
the product of his own personal ambition, whereas in fact they 
faithfully represented the views of the nationalist movement, (ex- 
cept that its Syrian exponents did not necessarily regard Husain 
as a suitable King of the whole Arab world). Husain’s note in- 
augurated the famous Husain-McMahon Correspondence, the 
interchange of which continued till January 1916. In the course of 
it the British negotiators made reservations on behalf of French 
interests in those parts of the Levant ‘west of the districts of 
Damascus, Homs, Hama, and Aleppo’, as not being wholly Arab; 
another reservation was made for British interests in Lower Iraq. 
The Sharif, who insisted that he was waiting only for an oppor- 
tunity to revolt .suggested that the solution of both these problems 
should be left till the end of the War. The British agreed, but 
warned him that ‘when victory is attained, the friendship of 
Britain and France will be stronger and closer than ever’. 

Meanwhile the policy of the Turkish governor and commander- 
in-chief under martial law in Syria, Jamal Pasha, had hardened 
against the Arabs since the failure of the first Turco-German 
attack on the Suez Canal in February 1915. Before that he had 
seized French consular documents incriminating various Syrian 
and Palestinian personalities with treasonable conspiracy with 
France before the War: the French Consul-General Picot had failed 
to destroy these highly secret documents, 1 but had left them in the 
charge of the American Consul, who innocently supposed that the 
Turkish police would respect the inviolability of the consular 
seals. During 1915 and the early part of 1916 Jamal Pasha held a 
series of treason trials: thirty-four nationalists, of whom twenty- 
seven were Muslim, were executed and hundreds of prominent 

1 Picot’s neglect of an elementary responsibility towards those who had con- 
fided in him has never been satisfactorily explained. 
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persons deported to remote parts of Anatolia. In the spring of 1916 
the Turkish High Command despatched a picked force of brigade 
strength with German staff-officers attached to reinforce their 
troops in the Yemen, which had driven back the small British 
garrison in the Aden Protectorate almost to the narrow confines of 
Aden Colony itself. This Turkish force travelling south by the 
Hijaz Railway arrived at Madina in May 1916. Its arrival greatly 
alarmed the Sharif, who feared that his correspondence with the 
British might have become known to the Turks, and that the force 
had been sent to deal with him. In addition, the recent news from 
Syria of the last and largest crop of political executions had finally 
convinced the sceptical Faisal that nothing was to be gained by 
further procrastination and haggling with both sides. The Arab 
Revolt was accordingly begun on 5 June 1916. Lord Wavell has 
commented, ‘Its value to the British commander was great, since 
it diverted considerable Turkish reinforcements and supplies to the 
Hijaz, and protected the right flank of the British armies in their 
advance through Palestine. Further, it put an end to German pro- 
paganda in south-western Arabia and removed any danger of the 
establishment of a German submarine base on the Red Sea. These 
were important services, and worth the subsidies in gold and 
munitions expended on the Arab forces/ 1 That the Revolt did 
not succeed in raising the civil populations of the Arab provinces is 
partly due in Syria to the effectiveness of the Turkish repression, 
and in Iraq to the unsympathetic attitude of the Indian Army 
authorities, who withheld or minimized the news of the progress 
of the Revolt in order not to encourage ideas of independence in 
the local Arab population. The Government of India, aiming at 
an outright British annexation of Lower Iraq, regarded the Cairo 
Arab Bureau policy of encouraging Arab independence as vision- 
ary, and its support of an Arab rising against the Ottoman Sultan- 
Caliph 2 as liable to cause unrest among the ninety million Muslims 
of India, whose sentimental attachment to the Caliphate was mag- 
nified by their immunity from the realities of Ottoman rule. The 
Viceroy of India actually described the Arab Revolt as ‘a dis- 
pleasing surprise whose collapse would be far less prejudicial to us 

1 The Palestine Compaign, 56. 

2 Later Ottoman sultans, and especially Abdul Hamid II with his pan- Is- 
lamic policy, had elaborated a fiction that the medieval Caliphate had passed 
from the last Abbasid to them in 1517. cf. T. W. Arnold, The Caliphate , ch. 
XIV. 
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than would our military intervention in support of it’. Sir Ronald 
Storrs declared that the passive resistance of the civil population of 
Syria and Palestine to the Turks following the Revolt was worth 
almost nothing to the British forces; on the other hand, the Ger- 
man commander Liman von Sanders has recorded that after the 
successful Third Battle of Gaza ‘the British advancing towards 
Jerusalem found themselves fighting in friendly country, while 
the Turks were faced with a decidedly hostile population. We 
may, however, ask how far this was due to their enthusiasm for the 
Arab Revolt, and how much to a natural desire to be in on the 
winning side: Allenby now had a superiority in fighting strength 
over the enemy of more than two to one. But whatever the 
limitations of the value of the Arab Revolt as a military operation, 
its importance in stimulating the. aspirations of politically-minded 
Arabs cannot be overstated, with effects that were to be immedi- 
ately felt after the end of the War. 



CHAPTER VI 


The Clash of Political Interests (1918 — 39) 

T he war op 1914-18 was the first total war in modern times, 
in which the peoples of even the ‘victorious’ countries are 
left more or less exhausted, and disillusioned about the ideals 
which, they were given to believe, they went to war to defend. 
The reaction that followed was consequently all the more acute 
because it had not been anticipated by most political thinkers. In 
Britain the strong current of imperialist sentiment that had flowed 
towards the end of the nineteenth century had already been greatly 
reduced by the sordid motives and material setbacks of the South 
African War. The ‘Great War’ left in the public mind a strong 
disinclination for any foreign or imperial policy which would call 
for further efforts from the war-weary people; and there was thus 
everywhere support for a policy of ‘appeasement’, which was 
strong enough to affect the judgments of statesmen. Furthermore, 
the statesmen themselves had been overworked and over-driven 
during four years of deadly struggle. They had had to subordinate, 
even more than is normal, any long-term considerations of policy 
to the short-term aim of securing immediate tactical advantages 
over the enemy. They had been driven by force of circumstances 
into makin g a number of contradictory commitments — in the 
Middle East, for example, to the Arabs on the one hand, and to the 
French, the Zionists, and to British self-interest on the other. In 
addition, an important section of informed British opinion, which 
ma y be labelled ‘liberal’ in the wider, non-party sense, regarded 
self-government for all peoples as the ultimate ideal of imperial 
politics, however remote the attainment of that ideal might be. 

The English people had fought for their independence of the 
Spaniard and the Pope, of royal absolutism, and of the French; 
they had looked with sympathy on the struggles for independence 
of the Greeks, the Italians, and the peoples of the Balkans; they had 
acquiesced in the British Dominions gradual acquisition of the 
right to manage their own affairs; and many of them regarded the 
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political aspirations of nationalist Indians or Egyptians as having 
greater moral force than the interests of Britain in those lands. 
Such idealists were only a minority; but for the reasons previously 
stated, the majority of the British people were reluctant to resort to 
any extreme measures to maintain the imperial status-quo un- 
changed. The nationalists of the Middle East and elsewhere were 
consequently able from 1918 onwards to obtain greater concessions 
by pressure and violence than reasoned argument would probably 
have achieved; and not being aware of the symptoms in the British 
public mind which favoured their own violent course, they attri- 
buted their success solely to that violence and were encouraged to 
continue in it. 1 

In the flush of their victorious power in the immediate post-war 
period Britain and France extended and intensified their interests 
in the Middle East at the expense of the nationalist movements 
which were rising there. Britain sought from 1919 to 1921 to make 
permanent her direct protectorate over Egypt, which had been 
proclaimed as a temporary expedient at the outbreak of war to 
replace the undefined proconsulship of Cromer. British and 
French pre-war cultural and economic penetration of the Fertile 
Crescent crystallized into the imposition of their direct rule over 
the whole region, Palestine and Transjordan, Syria and Lebanon, 
Iraq. Nor was this imposition mitigated in fact by the invention of 
the Mandates system as much as might appear on the surface. The 
Mandates system was little more than a polite fiction created in 
order to satisfy President Wilson and the idealists who had in- 
augurated the League of Nations. Britain and France arrogated to 
themselves their mandates over the Middle East by the Treaty of 
San Remo in April 1920, and the League dutifully subscribed to 
their will. In June 1920 Lord Curzon, then Foreign Secretary, 
could tell the House of Lords, ‘It is quite a mistake to suppose that 
under the Covenant of the League or any other instrument the gift 
of a mandate rests with the League of Nations. It rests with the 
Powers who have conquered the territories, which it then falls to 
them to distribute/ The Permanent Mandates Commission of the 
League could in theory recommend the withdrawal of a mandate 
from an offending Power, but this authority was never exer- 
cised. It could, and sometimes did, animadvert critically on 
the conduct of a Mandatory; but it had no powers to inspect 
1 cf. A. J. Toynbee, The Islamic World since the Peace Conference , Ilf. 
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on the spot the conditions in a mandated territory. It failed 
to induce the French to make timely concessions to nationalism 
in Syria. It could not order the adoption, nor the reversal, 
of a policy unless it could be shown to be contrary to the original 
mandate; and in the special case of Palestine the Mandate, 
framed to give legal sanction to a political experiment whose 
components had received insufficient prehminary study, was 
found in the next twenty years to be incapable of sufficiently 
flexible interpretation to meet rapidly changing conditions. 1 

It was not surprising that the reaction of the growing nationalisms 
of the Middle East to this intensifying of foreign control, this vir- 
tual annexation by Britain and France, should be a violent one. 
Examined from this standpoint, the inter-war period falls into two 
unequal parts, with the dividing line between them varying by 
several years from one country to another. In the first period, the 
post-war settlement, the efforts of the nationalists to throw off the 
European imperialisms were violent, and they resorted in some 
countries to armed rebellion. In the second, or inter-war period 
proper, the agitation was more constitutional in character, though 
armed action still sometimes occurred. In Palestine, owing to the 
special local circumstances, the violence was spread over both 
periods, and was actually more intense in the later one; but even 
here there was a pause of seven years, from 1922 to 1929, which 
makes the division into two periods applicable here also. It is con- 
venient in both periods to examine the subject country by country, 
since it was only toward the end of the second period that the 
co-ordination of nationalist activity between the various Arab 
countries, which was to culminate in 1944 in the creation of the 
Arab League, became of any significance. 


A ' The Post - War Settlement 

In Egypt, while the imposition of martial law had ensured a 
respite from political agitation during the War, the exigencies of 
the campaign combined with a considerable measure of British 

1 After the 1929 Riots in Palestine, which were a direct result of the clash of 
the Zionist and Arab nationalisms, the Permanent Mandates Commission, ig- 
noring the realities of the situation, commented that, had the Mandatory more 
vigorously carried out a constructive programme in the interest of the peaceful 
masses of the population, it ‘would have enabled them to convince the fellahin 
more easily of the undeniable material advantages that Palestine has derived 
from the efforts of the Zionists’. 
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ignorance did much to aggravate the grievances of the National- 
ists. The country was flooded with inexperienced British army 
officers and civil officials who treated Egypt, now proclaimed a 
British protectorate, almost as an occupied territory in which the 
rights and wishes of the inhabitants counted for little. The shortage 
of man-power and of transport for the Palestine campaign led to 
the conscription of thousands of fellahin for the Labour Corps and 
the Camel Transport Corps, and the requisitioning of their draught- 
animals. Although such measures were theoretically regulated to 
cause the minimum hardship — the conscription period, for exam- 
ple, was limited to six months — their execution was largely left, 
owing to the heavy demand on British personnel for the Army, to 
Egyptian provincial and local officials, who naturally applied 
them with a view to their own profit: the fellah who paid the 
necessary bakhshish to the village ’umda was exempt from con- 
scription or requisitioning; the fellah who could not or would not 
pay found himself included in the conscription-list for one six 
months’ period after another, and his camel or donkey carried 
away by the requisitioning authorities. The fellahin were thus 
filled with a strong sense of injury, and blamed the British all the 
more because, under their rule, they had acquired some measure of 
personal liberty and had lost some of their servile respect for 
authority and the patient endurance of oppression. The urban 
population was made discontented by the shortage of imported 
supplies, especially of cereals in a country whose profitable cotton- 
growing had to a great extent supplanted grain; and they were 
offended by the tactless collection of subscriptions for the Red 
Cross, from a predominantly Muslim population and by methods 
which locally sometimes approximated to compulsion. Politically- 
minded Egyptians were further irritated by the establishment of 
the Protectorate, which seemed to make the prospect of self- 
government more remote. The kind of post-war constitution 
which senior British officials in Egypt envisaged was exemplified 
by a Note on Constitutional Reform drawn up by the Judicial 
Adviser, which leaked out to the Cairo press despite the censor- 
ship. It ‘entirely ignored the existence of the national sentiment 
which the War had stimulated . . . and did not spare the deficien- 
cies of the poHtically-minded classes in an incisive review of their 
past activities. It proposed the creation of a new legislature in 
whose upper chamber, the Senate, not only British Advisers and 
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Egyptian. Ministers were to have seats, but also representatives of 
the large foreign communities, chosen by special electorates, to 
voice their commercial, financial, and professional interests. . . . 
The opinion of the Senate was to prevail in all matters of essential 
policy . . . clearly with a view to securing the passage of whatever 
the British government might consider necessary for the main- 
tenance of their controlling authority.’ 1 

In this atmosphere of discontent it is not surprising that, as the 
war drew to an end, Zaghlul was able to recruit strong support for 
his campaign to bring about a radical change in the political status 
of Egypt. Two days after the Armistice he headed a delegation 
(Wafcl) to the High Commissioner, informing him ‘on behalf of 
the whole Egyptian people’ of the desire for complete inde- 
pendence, and requesting permission to go to Europe to lay 
Egypt’s case before the Peace Conference. The Egyptian Prime 
Minister then asked permission for a ministerial delegation to go 
to London, which the High Commissioner urged the Foreign 
Office to receive; but Lord Curzon, the acting Foreign Secretary, 
refused, feeling that it would raise hopes in Egypt which it would 
be impossible to satisfy, especially as the government was preoccu- 
pied with the greater problems of the settlement of Europe and 
would prefer to postpone consideration of the Egyptian question 
until the pressure of more urgent business was relieved. To the 
Egyptian nationalists, however, their case was the most urgent 
matter in the world. They saw Syrians, Arabs, and even Cypriots 
sending delegations to the Conference, and interpreted the Foreign 
Office refusal as proof that Britain intended to impose her own solu- 
tion by force. Zaghlul began a nation-wide campaign for inde- 
pendence. The Foreign Office then reversed its decision and agreed 
to receive the ministerial delegation; but Zaghlul’s campaign had 
already gathered so much momentum that the Egyptian Prime 
Minister now insisted that Zaghlul should be included in the dele- 
gation and share its responsibility; otherwise he knew well that 
whatever the delegation achieved in London would be repudiated 
by the nationalists at home. But Lord Curzon was not prepared to 
accept Zaghlul; as late as 24 February 19x9 he continued to receive 
optimistic reports from the Residency in Cairo: ‘The agitation 
which the Nationalist leaders have organized is dying out, or is at 
any rate quiescent in the country at large Zaghlul is trusted by 

1 Chirol, op. cit., 145 f. 
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no one. . . . The agitation has from the beginning been entirely 
pacific in character. . . . The present movement cannot be com- 
pared in importance with that of Mustafa Kamil, and there seems 
to be no reason why it should affect the decisions of H.M. Govern- 
ment on constitutional questions and the proper form to be given 
to the protectorate.’ 

The Egyptian Prime Minister, denied permission to plead his 
country’s case at the Peace Conference, resigned on x March 1919, 
and strikes, disturbances and riots followed. The Residency coun- 
selled firmness: four nationalist leaders, three of whom — Zaghlul, 
Isma’il Sidqi, and Mohammed Mahmud — have made their mark 
in subsequent politics, were deported to Malta. This was followed 
by a widespread insurrection among the fellahin, inspired by the 
middle-class nationalists. Railways and telegraph and telephone 
communications was extensively cut, and Cairo was isolated from 
the rest of the country, where British authority had ceased to be 
effective. Provincial ‘republican governments’ were proclaimed 
and even villages set up their own independent authorities. 
Isolated parties of British troops and some European residents 
were massacred. By 23 March however railway communication 
between Cairo and the north had been restored, and three weeks 
later the army had re-imposed order almost everywhere. 

The Residency subsequently tried to explain the revolution by 
allegations that the hand of Bolshevist, Young Turk and even 
German agents had been ‘clearly discernible’; but the Milner 
Commission placed these hypotheses in their true perspective: 
‘The Anglo-Egyptian authorities appear to have been so greatly 
out of touch with native sentiment that such statements must be 
accepted with reserve. They have shown a complete lack of fore- 
knowledge for which it is almost impossible to account.’ The 
internal organization of the Residency had in fact become far from 
adequate for its increased responsibilities; the duties of the various 
senior officials had never been clearly defined, and it had no sound 
system for obtaining and assessing intelligence. 

Meanwhile Lloyd George had recalled the High Commissioner 
and appointed in his place Lord Allenby, the victor of the Palestine 
campaign, ‘to maintain the Protectorate on a secure and equitable 
basis’. The new High Commissioner adopted a conciliatory 
policy towards the nationalists. The four deported deputies were 
released, and Zaghlul went off to Europe to lay Egypt’s case before 
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the Peace Conference; but his intransigence and rigid inability to 
compromise made a poor impression there, and his case was 
weakened by the fact that President Wilson had given his recog- 
nition to the British Protectorate. The British Government set up, 
under the chairmanship of the Colonial Secretary Lord Milner, a 
commission ‘to enquire into the form of government which, 
under the Protectorate , will be best calculated to promote peace and 
prosperity, the progressive development of self-governing institu- 
tions, and the protection of foreign interests’. In the same docu- 
ment British policy was defined as seeking ‘to defend Egypt against 
all external danger and the interference of a foreign power, and to 
establish constitutional government, under British guidance as far 
as may be necessary, so that the Sultan 1 and his ministers and the 
elected representatives of the people may in their several spheres 
and in an increasing degree co-operate in the management of 
Egyptian affairs’. The Mission was met by a complete boycott; 
their residence was picketed by the Wafdists (as the followers of 
Zaghlul now called themselves), and any Egyptian who ventured 
to call upon them was pursued by menaces. On the return of the 
Mission to London Milner continued negotiations with the 
Egyptian Prime Minister and with Zaghlul, and finally in 
August 1920 produced a memorandum proposing a definite 
settlement provided that Zaghlul would urge its acceptance 
upon his followers. It recommended ‘a treaty of alliance 
under which Britain will recognize the independence of Egypt 
as a constitutional monarchy with representative institutions, 
and Egypt will confer upon Britain the rights necessary to 
safeguard her special interests and to enable her to give foreign 
Powers guarantees which will secure the relinquishment of 
capitulatory rights. Britain will defend the integrity of Egyptian 
territory, and Egypt will in case of war render Britain all assistance 
in her power within her own borders. Egypt will not adopt an 
attitude inconsistent with the alliance, or enter into any agreement 
with a foreign power prejudicial to British interests. Egypt will 
confer on Britain the right to maintain a military force on Egyptian 

soil for the maintenance of her imperial communications Egypt 

will recognize the right of Britain to intervene, should legislation 
operate inequitably against foreigners. The British representative 

1 This title was substituted for that of Khedive in 1914 when Ottoman 
suzerainty was renounced upon the Turkish entry into the War. 
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will enj oy a special position and precedence’, etc. This memoran- 
dum, which provided the basis for Anglo-Egyptian relations until 
1946, was received not unfavourably in Egypt, though Zaghlul 
had made the significant counter-proposal that British troops 
should be specifically limited in number and confined to the Canal 
Zone. The main opposition came from the British cabinet, parlia- 
ment, and public, ‘many of whom had come to regard Egypt as an 
integral part of the British Empire and were beyond measure 
astonished that Milner, whose imperialism was unimpeachable, 
should have proposed what they regarded as the surrender and 
abandonment of British territory’. 1 Milner, however, showed 
how untenable historically this unaccommodating attitude was: 
‘Unless all our past declarations have been insincere and all our 
professions hypocritical, the establishment of Egypt as an inde- 
pendent state in intimate alliance with Britain is the goal to which 
all our efforts have been directed. It may indeed be argued that the 
goal has not yet been reached, that Egypt is not yet strong enough 
to stand on her own feet. Such arguments are entitled to respectful 
consideration. But what cannot be maintained, with any regard 
for historical accuracy, is that these changes in themselves are not 
absolutely in accordance with the constantly declared policy of 
Great Britain.’ 2 

During 1921 the British government carried on negotiations 
with moderate Egyptian ministers drawn from the Turkish 
ruling class; but these broke down on the Egyptian insistence that 
the British garrison should in peace-time be confined to the Canal 
Zone, where it could not be used so readily to exert pressure upon 
Egyptian internal politics. The British Army, on the other hand, 
apparently insensible of the constant irritant presented to Egyptian 
susceptibilities by the presence of a British garrison in their capital, 
stubbornly opposed its withdrawal from Cairo. A familiar theme 
of those who opposed any concessions was that ‘the real fellahin, if 
their voice could be heard, preferred British rule to that of their 
own leaders; yet all the evidence conclusively proved that these 
misguided peasants preferred indifferent government by their own 
compatriots to the efficient and honest administration of an alien 
power’. 3 The Cabinet, dependent on an unstable coalition in the 

1 Round Table, December, 1936,110 fF. 

2 Preface to the thirteenth edition of England in Egypt, October, 1920. 

* N. G. D., reviewing Lord WavelPs ‘Allenby in Egypt * in Royal Central Asian 
Journal , XXXI (1 944), 213. 
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House of Commons, and fearful that it would be attacked by the 
imperialist wing of the press if, after its recent surrender to 
Sinn Fein in Ireland, it now made concessions to militant national- 
ism in Egypt, followed the lead of the Colonial Secretary, Winston 
Churchill, who characteristically was much more alive to the 
broad bearing of the question on imperial strategy than to the 
intensity of feeling in Egypt itself. Finally Allenby, realizing the 
hopelessness of trying to get any agreement in Egypt without some 
concessions and holding that Britain was pledged by the Miln er 
Report to offer a measure of independence, forced the govern- 
ment’s hands by tendering his resignation with that of the four 
principal British advisers to the Egyptian government. The 
Cabinet yielded and Allenby was allowed to proceed with his 
policy of granting conditional independence. On 28 February 1922 
the Sultan was informed that the Protectorate was terminated, and 
Egypt declared to be an independent sovereign state. The follow- 
ing four points were however absolutely reserved to the discretion 
of H.M. Government pending the reaching of agreement on them: 
(1) The security of imperial communications; (2) the defence of 
Egypt against all foreign aggression or interference direct or in- 
direct; (3) the protection of foreign residents and minorities; 
(4) die Sudan. This unilateral declaration was followed by a 
Note to the foreign Powers warning them that Britain would not 
admit any questioning or discussion of her special relations with 
Egypt, and would regard as an unfriendly act 1 any attempt 
at intervention in Egyptian affairs. Egypt was not proposed 
for admission to the League of Nations; and in November 
1924 the Conservative government which had newly come to 
power informed the League that, should Egypt sign the Geneva 
Protocol for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes, 
H.M. Government would not admit that the act entitled her to 
invoke the intervention of the League in any matter covered by the 
Four Reserved Points. As Toynbee commented, the granting of 
independence to Egypt was so limited by these reservations that it 
amounted in fact to less than Dominion Status. Egyptians received 
it without gratitude as merely an instalment of independence; as 
the Iraqi soldier Ja’far al-’Askari had remarked, ‘Complete inde- 
pendence is never given; it is always taken.’ 

★ ★ * 

1 The diplomatic euphemism for an act which would be resisted by force. 
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As Iraq was progressively occupied during the War, it came 
under a military administration whose tone, set by the Indian 
Army and the Government oflndia, was unsympathetic to the new 
idea of Arab nationalism as fostered by the British Arab Bureau in 
Cairo. An interim compromise plan produced by the British 
government in March 1917 provided for the annexation of the 
Basra vilayet, while that of Baghdad was to be administered as far as 
possible by Arabs, but to be in everything but name a British pro- 
tectorate having no relations with foreign Powers. A new factor 
was introduced by an Anglo-French Declaration of 7 November 
19x8 which stated that: 'France and Britain agree to further and 
assist the setting-up in Syria and Iraq of indigenous governments 
and administrations, deriving their authority from the free exercise 
of initiative and choice of the indigenous populations. The only 
concern of France and Britain is to offer such support and efficacious 
help as will ensure the smooth working of these governments and 
administrations/ This Declaration caused great excitement among 
the young nationalists of Baghdad, but, in the opinion of the dis- 
tinguished Arabist and traveller Gertrude Bell who was serving on 
the staff of the Administration, ‘the prematurity of the national 
movement has so clearly been manifest that it has found no support 
among the stable elements of the population/ 

At this stage the Chief Civil Commissioner, Sir Percy Cox, a 
man of great experience and personal prestige, was transferred as 
British Minister to Tehran, and was succeeded by his assistant 
Colonel Arnold Wilson. This thirty-four-year-old Indian Army 
officer had rapidly come to the fore for his energy and vigour; but 
his previous acquaintance with Arabs and his knowledge of their 
character was limited to his experience in the Persian Gulf and on 
the Lower Tigris. He had no experience of or sympathy with the 
Ottomanized effendi of Baghdad, whose political aspirations were 
those of al-’Ahd. More than this, his admirable positive qualities 
were offset by a strong vein of self-righteousness and self-justifica- 
tion. On taking over from Cox he advised the Foreign Office that 
‘There is an almost entire absence of political, racial, and other 
connexion of Iraq with the rest of Arabia. . . . The average Arab, 
as opposed to the handful of amateur politicians of Baghdad, sees 
the future as one of fair dealing and material and moral progress 
under the aegis of Britain. Iraq should not be assimilated politically 
to the rest of the Arab and the Muslim world, but should remain 
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insulated as far as may be, as a wedge of British-controlled terri- 
tory’; and he comments in his apologia Loyalties : 6 A small 
independent state of under three millions seemed a retrograde, 
almost anarchic step. . . . My imagination envisaged some form 
of protectorate which might develop ere long into a fully-fledged 
Arab state with Dominion status under the British crown.’ 
Having determined in November 1918 to obtain confirmation for 
his thesis by holding a plebiscite, he was at some pains to ensure 
that it produced the desired result. His instructions to his Divisional 
Officers stated, ‘When public opinion appears likely to take a 
definitely satisfactory line, you are authorized to convene an 
assembly of all leading notables and sheikhs . . . informing them 
that their answers will be communicated to me for submission to 
the Government. Where public opinion appears likely to be sharply 
divided, or in the unlikely event of its being unfavourable, you 
should defer holding a meeting and report to me for instructions. 
The effect on the British cabinet of the plebiscite so conducted was 
less serious than its effect on Wilson himself, since it led him in- 
creasingly to find reasons for disregarding the views of those with 
whom he disagreed. Thus, characterizing the Iraqi nationalist 
officers with the Amir Faisal in Syria as ‘such small fry’ and re- 
garding the Shi’i mujtahids and other religious dignitaries with 
much justification as ‘spiritual tyrants whose principal ambition 
was to stem the rising tide of emancipation’, he ‘underestimated 
the influence of the Nationalists, and the susceptibility to their pro- 
paganda and that of the dissident ’ulama of the mass of the people 
on the Middle Euphrates’, as he himself later admitted. 1 He was 
not, however, averse tocautiousconstitutionalprogress; he proposed 
to the Interdepartmental Committee on Eastern Affairs in April 
1919: ‘The legitimate demand for active participation in the 
government and administration can best be met, not by creating 
central legislative and deliberative councils, but by giving carefully 
selected Arabs of good birth and education from the very outset 
positions of executive and administrative responsibility. I would 
propose to instal selected Arab officials as governors of (the 
principal towns) with a specially chosen British official of ability 
and character as principal commissioner and adviser to the 
governor.’ The Allied Powers were, however, still fully occupied 
with imposing terms on Germany, and had not yet approached the 
1 Loyalties, II, 254. 
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problem of the disposal of the Ottoman Empire. Consequently the 
Foreign Office replied to Wilson that it was premature to attempt 
constitutional experiments pending the decision of the Peace 
Conference on the Mandatory Power for Iraq and the nature of the 
Mandate. In these circumstances it is not surprising that Arab 
notables who were approached as possible governors of Basra de- 
clined to accept the responsibility and commit themselves until the 
future of their country became clearer. 

Meanwhile there had existed in Damascus since its liberation in 
October 1918 an autonomous Arab government under the Amir 
Faisal, assisted by British officers who had taken part in the Arab 
Rebellion and were sympathetic to the Sharifian form of Arab 
nationalism. Among the officers on Faisal’s staff were many Iraqis, 
members of al-’Ahd, who ardently desired to see their country 
similarly placed under Arab rule. In 1919 one of these visited 
Baghdad and was offered the post of Assistant Military Governor 
of the city. He apparently imagined that he had been invited to 
assist in setting up a national government; but on finding that he 
was merely to be an Arab unit in the British administration hur- 
riedly resigned. ‘This incident evidently confirmed in the minds of 
the Iraqi officers in Syria the impression that the British military 
administration in Iraq was intended to be permanent, and that it 
regarded them as active enemies who were trying to undermine 
British influence there.’ 1 The Iraqis in Syria thereupon organized 
a rising wave of political feeling in the towns of Iraq, and brought 
about a rapprochement between Sunnis and Shi’is. In October 
1919 Gertrude Bell remarked in an official Note: ‘When we set 
up a civil administration in this country, the fact that a responsible 
native government has existed for a year in Syria will not be for- 
gotten by die Iraqi nationalists; and if we seek to make use of those 
Iraqis who have done best in Syria, they will claim great liberty of 
action, and will expect to be treated as equals. . . . Local conditions, 
the vast potential wealth of the country, the tribal character of the 
rural population, the lack of material from which to draw official 
personnel, will make the problem harder to solve here than else- 
where. I venture to think that the answer to such objections is that 
any alternative line of action would create problems whose solu- 
tion we are learning to be harder still.’ Wilson, however, still did 
not fully grasp the strong, intimate, and constant influence exerted 
1 Sir Hubert Young, The Independent Arab , 292, 297. 
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on Iraqi nationalism by the autonomous Arab government in 
Syria, and sought to nullify Gertrude Bell’s conclusions in his 
covering despatch: ‘The fundamental assumption throughout 
this Note ... is that an Arab state in Iraq and elsewhere within a 
short period of years is a possibility, and that the recognition or 
creation of a logical scheme of government on these lines would be 
practicable and popular. . . . My observations in this country and 
elsewhere have forced me to the conclusion that this assumption is 
erroneous. ... I believe it to be impossible in these days to create a 
new sovereign Muslim state . . . out of the remnants of the Turkish 
Empire. ... It is my belief that the Arab public at large would 
after a very few years prefer the return of the Turks to the con- 
tinuance of an amateur Arab government. . . . For some time to 
come the appointment of Arab governors or high officials, except 
in an advisory capacity, would involve the rapid decay of authority, 
law and order, followed by anarchy and disorder, and the move- 
ment once started would not be checked.’ Long afterwards he 
admitted, ‘It is easy to see after the lapse of ten years that I was 
perhaps unduly sceptical.’ 

In May 1920 the British government at last obtained by the 
abortive Treaty of Sevres the mandate for Iraq, and instructed 
Wilson to consult the recently-created Divisional Councils on 
proposals for the development of national life. Wilson and his 
advisers objected, since the Arab government in Damascus, sub- 
sidized with gold from the British treasury, had during the long 
delay carried on a violent nationalist propaganda with considerable 
success among the middle-class younger generation, who had been 
greatly encouraged by the proclamation of Faisal’s brother 
Abdullah as King of Iraq by the ’Ahd in Damascus in March. 
Wilson’s advisers produced a draft constitution: there was 
to be a Council of State, consisting of British ahd Arabs in 
equal numbers, and a Legislature. The members of the Council 
could, however, be removed at will, and its resolutions over- 
ruled, by the British Fligh Commissioner. The powers of the 
so-called Legislature were to be confined to the passing of 
resolutions without the force of law and the putting of questions 
to the government. Although Wilson claimed that ‘leading Arabs 
regarded these proposals as revolutionary and as a generation ahead 
of the times’, Lord Curzon critically commented: ‘This is not an 
Arab government inspired and helped by British advice, but a 
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British government infused with Arab elements. . . Meanwhile 
nationalist activity had passed from agitation to open defiance. 
Already early in the year Arab irregulars with encouragement 
from the Arab government in Damascus had forced the British to 
withdraw from Dair az-Zor, their furthest outpost in the direction 
of Syria. 1 In June a force under the Iraqi officer Jamil Midfa’i 2 
seized the post of Tell Afar, thirty miles west of Mosul and massa- 
cred its small British garrison, but was driven back before it could 
reach Mosul itself. In the months of May and June £7,000 in 
gold was reported to have reached extremists at Karbala. 

The British government announced on 20 June that Sir Percy 
Cox would return in the autumn as Chief British Representative 
in anticipation that the Mandate, when finally promulgated, would 
constitute Iraq an independent state. But this gesture came too late. 
Owing presumably to the severe climate and the steady drain of 
demobilization, the Civil Administration was staffed mainly by 
very young and inexperienced men, who shared the somewhat 
headstrong views of their Chief. 3 ‘It seems probable that had the 
Civil Administration been less anxious to justify its continued 
existence’ (with generous pay and allowances, be it noted, at a 
time of rising unemployment and wage-cuts in Britain) ‘by prov- 
ing its superiority over the previous regime and all other possible 
regimes . . . had it been staffed by men older and more experienced 
in dealing with the Arab character and temperament, or had it 
shown itself more sympathetic to the idea of Arab government 
instead of merely paying it lip service as a possibility in some re- 
mote or indefinite future, many of the classes who hardened their 
hearts against the once-popular British regime would have con- 
tinued to support it.’ 4 The revenue collected in 1920 was three 
and a half times that received by the Turks in 1911. Taxation, 
which was enormously heavier than in India, tended to press most 
heavily on the fellahin, but was vexatious also to the landlords and 
dignitaries and to the tribes, who had formerly largely escapedpay- 
ing taxes. Thelraqishadnosay in the objects on which these revenues 

1 Under the Ottoman Empire this part of the Euphrates valley had not be- 
longed to any of the vilayets of Iraq, but had formed an independent sanjaq. 

2 He has subsequently been Prime Minister of Iraq, and is now (April 
1948) Minister of the Interior. 

3 In the autumn of 1919, out of a total of 233 officers only four were over 
forty-five years of age, On 1st June 1920 two-thirds of the Divisional Political 
Officers were under thirty, and almost one-quarter were only twenty-five or less. 

4 Ireland, op. cit., 252. cf. Ph. Graves, Life of Sir Percy Cox , 262 f. 
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were expended. In the financial year 1919-20 1 6 per cent, of all 
expenditure was devoted to Headquarters and the costs of ad- 
ministration, and this marked a reduction from previous years; 
another 11 per cent., nominally for pubhc works, was largely 
applied to improving the amenities of British and Indian officials. 
Wilson had expressed the view that the interests of the country 
would be served by having a large proportion of British personnel 
in all branches of the administration. The Divisional Advisory 
Councils, composed of Arabs, had no influence on policy. Less 
than 4 per cent, of the senior-grade officials were Arab, and on the 
railways there were nearly five times as many Indian as Iraqi per- 
sonnel. After the Rebellion had already begun Gertrude Bell 
wrote, 'On the whole, the wonder is that there are so many 
moderates and reasonable people. I try to count myself among 
them, but I find it difficult to maintain a dispassionate calm when 
I reflect on the number of blunders we have made/ 

The garrison consisted of 80,000 troops, nearly half the size of 
the standing army of India with a hundred times the population. 
The general situation had long been known to be threatening; but 
Army H.Q. had tended to place little faith in the reports of the 
Political Officers of the Civil Administration. When the Rebel- 
lion broke out at the end of June, the C.-in-C. and the bulk of his 
staff* were at their Persian hill-station; only 4,200 British troops, 
almost all new to the country and without previous military ex- 
perience, and 30,000 Indians were available for service in Iraq; and 
only 500 British and 2,500-3 ,000 Indians were available as a mobile 
force. The main centre of the Rebellion was the tribal area of the 
Middle Euphrates, and though the moderate nationalists held aloof 
it lasted from July to September, when it was put down by heavy 
reinforcements. Over 400 British and Indian troops were killed, 
and the rebels were estimated to have suffered 8,450 casualties. It 
cost Britain .£20,000,000, and in Iraq the damage to railways and 
loss of revenue amounted to more than £400,000. 

Sir Percy Cox arrived on 1 October to take back the supreme 
authority from Wilson with the new title of High Commissioner. 
He had the advantage of his great personal prestige, and handled 
the situation in a more sympathetic spirit than his predecessor. A 
provisional Council of State was set up, consisting of Arab 
ministers, who were, however, subject to the advice of their British 
Advisers and, in the last resort, to the High Commissioner whose 
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decision was final in all matters. There was no intention of trans- 
ferring the administration to the Iraqis any faster than practical 
considerations demanded. The situation was very comparable 
with that of Cromer’s Egypt: British heads and Iraqi hands; and 
in fact the country was at about the same stage of development. 
But at least a concession had been made to national aspirations by 
appointing Iraqi ministers. The Iraqi officers stranded in Syria 
after the French suppression of Faisal’s government in July 1920 
were encouraged to return to Iraq. The garrisoning of Iraq was in 
1921 handed over to the R.A.F., and its cost progressively reduced 
in three to four years to one-seventh of its former figure. Never- 
theless the extreme nationalists were not appeased, and it was 
alleged that they were receiving material help from nationalist 
Turkey and Bolshevist Russia. Gertrude Bell wrote, ‘If we hesi- 
tate in appointing a king, the tide of public opinion may turn over- 
whelmingly to the Turks.’ At the Cairo Conference called by the 
Colonial Secretary, Winston Churchill, in March 1921 the choice 
finally fell on Faisal, for whom Cox’s staff and especially Gertrude 
Bell oegan to make active propaganda in Iraq. 1 The popular 
reception on his arrival was lukewarm, but the administration 
made every effort to secure a favourable vote in the projected 
referendum. A printed form containing a resolution in his favour 
was sent to the Divisional Officers to obtain the signatures of the 
notables. Annexures asking for the continuance of British control 
were encouraged, while any addition of a nationalist character was 
punished, and the mutasarrif of Baghdad was forced to resign for 
permitting them. The majority-vote of a town or district was 
regarded for the purpose of enumeration as unanimous. 2 As 
Gertrude Bell remarked with her curious mixture of cynicism 
and ingenuousness, it was ‘politics running on wheels greased 
with extremely well-melted grease’. The official return gave 
Faisal 96 per cent, of the votes, while independent observers were 
disposed to give him two-thirds. 3 

1 St. John Philby, then Adviser to the Ministry of the Interior, who favoured a 
republic, was dismissed for obstructing the official policy. 

1 Similarly in the United States, the party ill each state which gains a majority, 
however small, fills the whole of that state’s seats in the electoral college that 
elects the President. 

8 The Kirkuk liwa with its Turcoman population voted against him, and the 
Kurdish liwa of Sulaimaniya boycotted the referendum. The Shi’is, who con- 
stitute a majority in the whole country, demanded the end of foreign control, as 
did over 80 per cent, of the poll in Baghdad. 
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The nationalists hoped that the creation of the monarchy meant 
the end of the Mandate, and the establishment of full independence 
sweetened with British financial support. The British, on the other 
hand, proposed to retain control of Iraq’s foreign relations and 
‘such measure of financial controhas might be necessary’. • The 
King was to agree to be guided by the advice of the High Com- 
missioner, and British officials were to be appointed to specified 
posts. Negotiation over the terms of the Treaty to define Anglo- 
Iraqi relations was protracted through most of 1922 owing to Iraqi 
reluctance to make such large concessions as Britain required. 
The King was inclined to associate himself with the nationalist 
attitude. Five nationalist leaders were deported, including Hamdi 
al-Pachahji, and unrest in the provinces called for the use of R.A.F. 
bombers on four occasions. In September Cox delivered an ulti- 
matum to the King: H.M. Government could not further tolerate 
his connexion with the nationalist agitation nor the delay in 
ratifying the Treaty. At this moment the King had a very oppor- 
tune, though entirely genuine, attack of acute appendicitis, and in 
October the Council of Ministers ratified a twenty years’ Treaty, 
subject to its subsequent ratification by the Naional Assembly. 
Every royal Act or ministerial order was to receive the previous 
approval of the High Commissioner or British Adviser respec- 
tively. If a minister refused to yield to his Adviser’s disapproval, 
the High Commissioner had the power eventually to ‘advise’ the 
King that the measure should not receive the Royal Assent. 

The National Assembly did not meet to ratify the Treaty till 
March 1924. The High Commissioner had taken pains to ‘make’ 
a pro-Treaty majority. The Opposition objected to the appoint- 
ment of British advisers; it claimed that the financial stipulations, 
which required one-quarter of the revenue to be allotted to 
national defence and imposed on Iraq a heavy share of the Ottoman 
Public Debt, constituted an excessive burden; and it complained 
that Britain had given Iraq no guarantee over the question of the 
vilayet of Mosul, whose ownership was being vigorously con- 
tested by the nationalist Turkey of Mustafa Kemal. As the Assem- 
bly proved unexpectedly obstructive, the High Commissioner 
finally gave the King a fortnight’s warning that, if the Treaty were 
not ratified in time to place it before the next session of the League 
of Nations Council, H.M. Government would put its own alter- 
native proposals before the League. With only twenty-four hours 
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to go, the High Commissioner refused to grant an extension of the 
time-limit. The Treaty was finally ratified with about an hour to 
spare by thirty-seven votes to twenty-four, with eight abstentions 
and thirty-one absentees out of a total of 100 members. Britain had 
with difficulty safeguarded her essential interests, and the national- 
ists had 'gone down fighting’ . The immediate obstacle had been 
cleared, and the process of historical evolution could go on 
without bloodshed. 


★ * ★ 


The special position of Palestine as the Holy Land of three great 
religions had been not unsatisfactorily met during the nineteenth 
century by the Ottoman creation of the Sanjaq of Jerusalem taking 
its orders direct from Istanbul, and by allowing a large measure of 
civil autonomy to the multiplicity of foreign religious com- 
munities. Though Sir Henry McMahon stated twenty years 
afterwards that in his mind Palestine was always excluded from the 
territories promised to the Arabs by the Husain-McMahon Cor- 
respondence in 1915, there is no direct reference to Palestine in that 
Correspondence. 1 In 1916, with a large-scale invasion of the 
Levant contemplated from Egypt, it was necessary to reconcile the 
interests of Britain in that region with those of France, who ever 
since i860 had regarded Syria as her special preserve, had con- 
tinued to expand her schools, had built the railways and obtained 
other commercial concessions. Some French publicists at this time 
even insisted that the French special interest extended to Palestine; 
but such a claim was not tenable in view of the variety of religious 
interests there other than those of the Church of Rome. In the 
secret Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916 it was decided that, while 
French interests should be paramount in Syria, in the eventual 

1 It has been argued that Palestine was implicitly included in the area Vest of 
the imlaydt of Damascus, Homs, Hama, and Aleppo’ , which was excluded from 
the proposed Arab kingdom, since the tri lay a (vilayet) of Damascus extended 
south as far as Aqaba and consequently Palestine lay immediately to the west of 
it. This interpretation breaks down on the immediately-following reference to 
Homs and Homa: there were no ‘vilayets’ in the strict administrative sense of 
Homs and Hama, since these towns lay within the vilayet of Damascus. It 
would therefore follow that the word was intended in its alternative general 
sense of ‘district’; and as the four cities mentioned all lie well to the north of 
Palestine, to argue that an area to the west of them was intended to include 
Palestine is as unprofitable as to argue that an area ‘west of the districts of 
Warwick, Sheffield, Leeds, and Newcastle 1 includes the counties of Hereford 
and Monmouth. 
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partitioning of the Ottoman Empire Palestine should come under 
an international administration. 

So far, not a word had been officially said about any special 
rights for the Jews. In all the centuries that had elapsed since the 
destruction of Jerusalem in a.d. 70, there had probably never been 
a time when there was not a small Jewish community in Palestine; 
and pious Jews of the Dispersion had always dreamed of the 
restoration, by the will of God, of the Temple and the Kingdom. 
In 1799, when Napoleon invaded Palestine from Egypt, he issued a 
manifesto to the Jews of the world offering them ‘the patrimony 
of Israel’. Of more practical importance was the sentiment enter- 
tained by many British Protestants in the nineteenth century that 
the fulfilment of the Scriptures entailed the restoration of the 
Jews to Palestine. This view was held by the philanthropist Lord 
Shaftesbury, who as a kinsman of the great Palmerston had some 
indirect influence on British policy. Both Russia and France, whose 
activities in the Middle East Palmerston regarded with equal sus- 
picion, were using the benevolence of Ibrahim Pasha in the 1830’s 
to expand their respective Orthodox and Catholic missions in 
Palestine; and Palmerston therefore sought the opportunity of 
using some other community to offset their influence. In 1838 he 
appointed the first British Vice-consul in Jerusalem, and in- 
structed him as part of his duties 'to afford protection to the Jews 
generally; and you will take an early opportunity of reporting . . . 
upon the present state of the Jewish population in Palestine’. 
They were found to number some ten thousand souls, nearly all 
of them from the Mediterranean countries. In 1840, at the height 
of the crisis of the Second Syrian War, Palmerston wrote to the 
British Ambassador in Istanbul, 'It would be of manifest im- 
portance for the Sultan to encourage the Jews to return to, and 
settle in Palestine; because the wealth which they would bring with 
them would increase the resources of the Sultan’s dominions; and 
the Jewish people, if returning under the sanction and protection 
and at the invitation of the Sultan, would be a check upon any 
future evil designs of Mohammed Ali or his successor. . . . Bring 
these considerations confidentially under the notice of the Turkish 
government, and strongly recommend them to hold out every 
just encouragement to the Jews of Europe to return to Palestine.’ 1 

This project, however, came to nothing, and there was little 

1 cf. A. N. Hyamson, The British Consulate in Jerusalem. 
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change in the numbers or status of the Jews in Palestine till the 
’eighties, when the nationalist reaction in Russia, then the home of 
two-thirds of world-Jewry, to the murder of the Tsar was followed 
by an outbreak of anti-Jewish outrages, in which hundreds were 
killed and thousands ruined, while discriminatory anti-Jewish 
legislation was enforced over a period of three years. There was a 
large-scale exodus of Jews from Russia, finding ready admission 
into North America and Britain in those easygoing and liberal days. 
A small proportion of the emigrants went to Palestine, where some 
of them settled on the land with the financial help of Baron de 
Rothschild, and readily employed the Arab fellahin to cultivate the 
lands for them. By the outbreak of the First World War the 
Jewish population of Palestine was over 80,000. The growth of 
their agricultural settlements, despite many material difficulties, to 
the number of forty-four with a total population of about 12,000 
had already provoked some Arab opposition. The American geo- 
grapher Ellsworth Huntington, who was in Palestine in 1909, 
wrote: ‘The fellahin of the Plain of Sharon and of other fertile 
parts of Palestine, such as Carmel and parts of the Jordan Valley, 
see in the Jew their greatest enemy. . . . Around Jaffa the Jewish 
colonies are undoubtedly successful, so much so that the native 
population is sorely jealous. In enmity towards the colonists they 
steal the fruit and break the branches in the orchards, turn horses 
into the grain-fields and break down hedges.’ 1 In 1912 there was 
an angry scene in the Ottoman Chamber of Deputies, when Arab 
deputies protested against the Jewish acquisition of large areas of 
arable land in the Plain of Esdraelon from absentee landlords and 
the threatened dispossession of the tenants. 2 

Meanwhile the growing anti-Jewish prejudice in Europe, which 
reached flash-point in France in the Affaire Dreyfus, had had a pro- 
found effect on a Viennese journalist Theodor Herzl, ‘one on whom 
his Jewish origin lay so lightly that it is probable that ... he often 
completely forgot it.’ But stung now by the sense of helplessness 
and homelessness of the Jews faced by unreasoning persecution, he 

1 Palestine and its Transformation (1911), 87. 

2 Geo. Antonius, op. cit. 259. In the early years of the British mandate these 
lands were transferred to the Jews. Twenty-one Arab villages disappeared from 
the map of Palestine, and it has never been definitely established what hap- 
pened to their inhabitants. The tenants (but not the landless labourers) are said 
to have been compensated by the Jewish purchasers to the extent of about 4 per 
cent, of the purchase-price. The landlords, a wealthy and cosmopolitan Beirut 
Christian family, gave them no compensation. (Barbour, op. cit., 117 f.) 
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produced in 1896 a pamphlet The Jewish State, in which he pro- 
posed the creation of ajewish national territory. It fell on fertile soil 
among Jewish student-societies in European universities, and others 
whose dream of the return to Zion had been given urgency by the 
persecution of Jewry in Russia. The three motifs: religious Zion- 
ism, the need of asylum from persecution and discrimination, and 
Herzl’s political idea, fused. ‘Almost overnight he found himself 
the head of a great party in Jewry: political Zionism had been 

born Jewry was to be divested of its peculiar attributes and 

made “as other nations”, bound together politically and self-con- 
scious.’ After seven years of failure of the Zionist Organization to 
interest any Great Power in their plans ‘to establish for the Jewish 
people a home in Palestine secured by public law’, it received in 
1903 an offer from the British government to establish an autono- 
mous Jewish settlement in what was then called British East 
Africa. Herzl himself, who had never been wedded to Palestine 
as the only land for his prospective state, was attracted by this 
so-called ‘Uganda Scheme’; but before anything could be finally 
settled he died, and the Zionist Congress of 1905, dominated by 
Eastern European Jews imbued with the traditional religious 
Zionism, resolved on the fundamental principle of the coloniza- 
tion of ‘Palestine and the adjacent lands’ and nowhere else. 1 

The outbreak of the First World War transferred the centre of 
gravity of the growing Zionist movement from the continent of 
Europe to Britain and the U.S.A. In these two countries the 
principal protagonists of Zionism were respectively Dr. Hayyim 
W eizmann, bom in Russia but for some years lecturer in chemistry 
at Manchester University, where he had ‘converted Prime 
Minister Balfour to Zionism in the middle of the East Manchester 
election’ 2 (!): and the lawyer Louis D. Brandeis, who actively 
supported Woodrow Wilson for President of the U.S.A. and was 
rewarded by being made a Judge of the Supreme Court. 3 A 
‘British Palestine Committee’ formed on Weizmann’s inspira- 
tion, issued a periodical under the slogan ‘To reset the ancient 
glories of the Jewish nation in the freedom of a new British domi- 
nion in Palestine’. The only non-Jewish member of this com- 
mittee, the journalist Herbert Sidebotham of the Manchester 

1 Hyamson, Palestine: A Policy , ch. V. 

2 Herbert Sidebotham, Great Britain and Paleftine, 54. 

3 Rabbi Stephen Wise, in The Jewish National Homey 1917—42 (Paul Good- 
man, ed.), 41. 
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Guardian , had in 191 5 written a leading-article advocating the per- 
manent British occupation of Palestine for the defence of Egypt. 
This had attracted the interest of Weizmann, who had asked Side- 
botham to write a memorandum to the Foreign Office, proposing 
a Jewish state in Palestine for the defence of Egypt and the Canal. 
Sidebotham claimed that it was the needs, political and strategic, 
of British policy that definitely inclined the scales in favour of 
Zionism. 1 

Balfour had become Foreign Secretary in 1916. The influential 
and enthusiastic Sir Mark Sykes, 2 who had helped to make the 
Sykes-Picot Treaty, had become a temporary convert to Zionism. 
With the gradual exhaustion of both Russia and France as effective 
military powers in 19x7 it had become imperative to ensure the 
early armed intervention of the U.S.A., and President Wilson had 
shown himself ‘warmly responsive to the Zionist ideal’. In these 
circumstances, after much interchange of opinion between 
British and American Zionists, and while Zionists in Germany and 
Turkey were conducting parallel negotiations with the enemy 
governments, 3 a proposal was submitted in 1917 to the British 
government for the ‘recognition of Palestine as the National Home 
of the Jewish people’ with internal autonomy, freedom of immi- 
gration, and the establishment of a Jewish National Colofdzing 
Corporation for the resettlement of the country. This bold and 
uncompromising phraseology was not however acceptable either 
to the Foreign Office or to some influential British Jews who were 
concerned about its possible effect on their status as British subjects. 
After some months of redrafting it finally received official approval 
as the famous Balfour Declaration of 2 November 1917: ‘H.M. 
Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a 
national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best 
endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing shall be done .which may prejudice 
the civil and religious rights of other non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any 
other country.’ There was thus a fundamental distinction between 
the original Zionist proposal and the finally approved Declaration, 
the one all-embracing, the other ambiguous and hedged with 

1 op. cit., chs. IV-V. 

2 T. E. Lawrence described mm as ‘the imaginative advocate of unconvincing 
world-movements’ {Seven Pillars of Wisdom , 58), 

3 Barbour, op. cit., 54 f., 64 f. 
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reservations. The Zionists always persisted in interpreting the 
Declaration in the terms of their original proposal: as recently as 
August 1946 an official Jewish Agency spokesman claimed that 
‘the promise to the Jews of the whole of Palestine on both sides of 
the Jordan was implied in the Balfour Declaration’. 1 

The Army authorities in Palestine did their best to keep the news 
of the Declaration from the ‘non-Jewish communities’, i.e. the 
Arabic-speaking Muslims and Christians who then constituted 
90 per cent, of the population; but a report of it reached the Sharif 
Husain, who with some concern asked Britain for an explanation. 
The government informed him that its support of the Zionist 
aspirations went only ‘so far as is compatible with the freedom of 
the existing population, both economic and political’. This 
promise satisfied the Sharif, and early in 1919 his son Faisal reached 
with Weizmann a provisional agreement over Zionism in Pales- 
tine, subject however to the confirmation by the Powers of the 
Arab kingdom in Syria; ‘but if the slightest modification or de- 
parture is made’, wrote Faisal, ‘I shall not then be bound by a 
single word of the present agreement.’ At this stage the Palestine 
Arabs had never been consulted; they had given no mandate to 
Faisal to negotiate on their behalf; and his agreement with the 
Zionist leader could not be considered binding on anyone but 
himself and his father. 

At the end of the War the political aspirations of the Zionists, 
kindled by the realization at last of their ancient hopes of returning 
to the Land of Promise, were heightened by the pressure exerted 
on Jews to emigrate in large numbers from the highly nationalistic 
Eastern European states which had emerged from the wreckage of 
the Austrian and Russian empires; 2 and they were still further 
encouraged by the pronouncements of such responsible statesmen 
as President Wilson, Lloyd George, Smuts, and Balfour in favour 
of an eventual Jewish state or commonwealth. The ignorance of 
these statesmen with regard to the rise of Arab nationalism was 
profound, and they apparently thought of the Arabs of Palestine 
(in so far as they were aware of their existence) as mere Bedouin, 
as little worthy of consideration as the American Indians, the 
Bantu, or any other politically unorganized and inarticulate race 

1 Palestine Post , 2 August, 1946. We are led to ‘the cynical conclusion that 
Zionism allotted to Britain the role of a stalking-horse* (Owen Tweedy, The 
Fortnightly , October 1950, p* 272). 

2 Round Table , 1939, 259. 
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of ‘natives’, whose destiny it was to give place to the coloniza- 
tion of more ‘progressive’ peoples. At the Peace Conference, Dr. 
Weizmann could state his movement’s aspirations in the un- 
equivocal words, ‘To make Palestine as Jewish as England is 
English or America American’; and a volume issued by the 
promoters of the Zionist Foundation Fund (Keren ha-Yesod) 
declared: ‘The object of the modern Jewish pioneer in Palestine is 
to prepare room and work for the thousands and millions who wait 
outside.’ ‘The potency of Zionism swept like a tide over all the 
types of Jew on whom Britain’s original assumption (the recon- 
cilability of Jew and Arab) had been based — the religious Jews who 
had always lived unobtrusive lives in the holy cities of Palestine; 
the pre-war agriculturalists who spoke Arabic and employed 
Arabs; and the farseeing scholarly Jews who thought that the 
surest way of fulfilling the Messianic promise was to join with the 
local population in forming a covenant of peace. Zionism 
brushed aside every consideration that did not contribute to the 
immediate increase of the National Home.’ 1 

The Arab reaction to the exuberance of the Zionist ‘invasion’ 
was swift. Mark Sykes, who revisited the country in 19x9 was, 
in spite of his earlier enthusiasm, ‘shocked by the intense bitterness 
provoked there’. The King-Crane Commission, which toured 
the Fertile Crescent in 1919 on the instructions of President 
Wilson to test the reactions of the population to the proposed 
mandatory arrangements, ‘began their study of Zionism with 
minds predisposed in its favour. . . . They found much to approve 
in its aspirations and plans, they had warm appreciation for its 
devotion, and its success by modern methods in overcoming great 
natural obstacles. . . . Nevertheless, actual facts drove them to 
recommend a serious modification of the extreme Zionist pro- 
gramme of unlimited immigration The fact came out re- 

peatedly in the Commission’s conference with Zionists that they 
look forward to a practically complete dispossession of the present 
non-Jewish population of Palestine by various forms of purchase. 
More than 72 per cent, of the petitions received by the Com- 
mission in the whole of Syria were against the Zionist programme. 
The whole non-Jewish population of Palestine was emphatically 

1 Elizabeth Monroe, The Mediterranean in Politics, 58. The pre-war Zionists 
had had a characteristically self-centred and misleading slogan, ‘The people 
without a land for a land without a people* (James Parkes, The Emergence of the 
Jewish Problem, p. vii). 
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against the entire Zionist programme. No British officer con- 
sulted by the Commission believed that the Zionist programme 
could be carried out except by force of arms. Officers generally 
thought that a force of not less than 50,000 soldiers would be 
required even to initiate the programme.’ The American govern- 
ment pigeon-holed the Commission’s Report, and it was pub- 
lished unofficially only after Wilson had relinquished the Presi- 
dency. 

In their intense and passionate enthusiasm and zeal to rebuild 
their National Home the Zionists in Palestine struck out wildly 
against anyone who made objections to their extreme demands, 
anyone who imposed a brake on their dynamic career. Sir Ronald 
Storrs who became Military Governor of Jerusalem in 1918 with a 
sincere sympathy for Zionism, has written, ‘From the beginning 
we encountered a critical Zionist press, which soon developed into 
pan-Jewish hostility. We were inefficient, ill-educated; those with 
official experience strongly pro-Arab, violently anti-Zionist, even 
anti-Jewish.’ 1 Their incomprehension and intolerance for the 
British officers who were administering the country extended also 
to its Arabic-speaking inhabitants. The Anglo-American Com- 
mittee of 1946 impartially summed up their attitude: ‘Too often 
the Jew is content to refer to the indirect benefits accruing to 
the Arab from his coming, and leaves the matter there. Passionately 
loving every foot of Eretz Israel, he finds it impossible to look at 
the issue from the Arab point of view, and to realize the depth of 
feeling aroused by his “invasion” of Palestine. He compares his 
own achievements with the slow improvements made by the 
Arab village always to the disadvantage of the latter; and forgets 
the enormous financial and educational advantages bestowed upon 
him by world Zionism. When challenged on his relations with 
the Arabs, he is too often content to point out the superficial 
friendliness of everyday life in town and village — a friendliness 
which indubitably exists. In so doing, he sometimes ignores the 
deep political antagonism which inspires the whole Arab com- 
munity; or thinks that he has explained it away by stating that it is 
the “result of self-seeking propaganda by the rich effendi class . It 
is not unfair to say that the Jewish community in Palestine has 
never, as a community, faced the problem of co-operation with 
the Arabs. It is, for instance, significant that, in the Jewish Agency’s 

1 Orientations , 359 ff. 
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proposal for a Jewish State, the problem of handling one and a 
quarter million Arabs is dealt with in the vaguest of generalities.’ 1 
As a shrewd observer had concluded earlier, ‘Seeing the Jews and 
hearing their arguments in Palestine, even an admirer of their great 
gifts is forced to the conclusion that they are politically an obtuse 
people — that the very characteristics which give them such force as 
preservers of a race, a religion, or a business are a hindrance in 
social intercourse, or in the give-and-take of democratic politics.’ 2 

From the beginning they had never been prepared to concede 
any validity to the growing Arab nationalist movement. Though 
provincial Palestine had played a smaller part in the movement 
than the cities of Syria, the young Awni Abdul Hadi, members of 
the Nashashibi family of Jerusalem and other Palestinian notables 
had been prominent in the nationalist secret societies, and some had 
suffered death under Jemal Pasha. The Muslim community was 
divided into two great clan-partisanships, the Husainis and the 
Nashashibis. ‘In the face of Zionism Husainis might be said to 
represent Church and extreme Arab nationalism, Nashashibis 
State and making the best of a bad job.’ 3 Sir Herbert Samuel as 
High Commissioner sought to moderate the Husainis by appoint- 
ing the most active of their younger members Mufti of Jerusalem 
and head of the Supreme Muslim Council; ‘and in fact Hajj Amin 
was for years denounced by extremist Arab politicians as a British 
agent.’ 4 The Nashashibis, in spite of holding for years the 
Mayoralty of Jerusalem, were conscious that their influence in the 
country as a whole was less than that of the Husainis, and sought to 
redress this inferiority by a loose alliance with the Zionists, receiv- 
ing some encouragement from their middle-class elements. 
The Zionist leftists, however, sought from the first to drive a wedge 
between the Arab ruling-class as a whole, stigmatizing them as 
‘feudal exploiters’, and the unorganized and inarticulate fellahin 5 
and town-labourers, holding out promises of material benefits 
to the former and trade-union organization to the latter. The 
Arab Rebellion of 1936-9 showed the Zionists that their efforts 
to divide the Arabs had almost completely failed, and they 

1 Ch. VIII, paras. 4-5. 

* Eliz. Monroe, op, cit., (1938), 59 f, 

® Storrs, op. cit., 401 f. 

4 Barbour, op. cit., 130. 

4 F. H. Kisch, Palestine Diary (1938), Index, s.w. Nashashibi; Dajani; 
Peasants* Party. 
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subsequently tended to speak plainly to the Arabs as a whole. At a 
May-Day rally in 1946 the labour-leader Mrs. Golda Meyerson, 
now head of the Jewish Agency's Political Department, 'told the 
Arab labourers and fellahin that no force would swerve the Jewish 
people from their goal'. Three months later the Zionist Labour 
party Mapai, the strongest Jewish party in Palestine, passed a 
resolution at its annual conference 'appealing to the Arab people 
and assuring them that the Jewish people were ready to co- 
operate as equals for the peaceful development of Palestine. At the 
same time, all measures intended to destroy the Zionist programme 
would be fought.' 1 The Zionists were probably right in sup- 
posing that the only language the Arabs understood was the 
language of force. They have behaved as colonists have always 
behaved towards an indigenous population less well equipped 
with material and intellectual resources. But the fact remains that 
this was the language of force, not the language of conciliation; 
and it contrasted curiously with Dr. Weizmann’s habitual pretence 
of 'stretching out his hands to the Arabs in friendship’ 2 

Finding that the Arab masses still preferred to follow their own 
ruling-class rather than their Zionist mentors, and that their efforts 
to divide the Arab community met with little success, the more 
moderate Zionists criticized the Palestine Government for not 
suppressing the Arab extremists. 3 The extreme Zionists, however, 
reacted by creating a myth, which they ventilated with assiduity 
until 1948, that there was at bottom no clash of interests between 
Arab and Jew, and that the discord between them was entirely a 
product of British machinations. While Zionist allegations of 
British hostility to their aims had been levelled originally at the 
Administration in Palestine, military and civil alike, 4 since 1939 
and especially since 1945, when British policy no longer marched 
with their own totalitarian demands, they assailed Whitehall and 
Downing Street also. The London correspondent of the Palestine 
Post pilloried the 'official caste, deeply committed to policies which 
treat the East as an area hitherto unspoilt by the hideousness of the 
twentieth century, and if possible to be kept in a state of pristine 
purity for the benefit of all that is most decorative in Arab and most 

1 Palestine Post, 10 September, 1946. 

2 e.g. Palestine Post, 19 June, 1946. 

8 Kisch, op. cit., 19, and Index, s.v. Officials, Attitude of British. 

4 Storrs, op. cit., 362, makes a frank appreciation of anti-Zionist sentiments in 
the Military Administration. 
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snobbish in British, society.’ 1 A more candid admission came, as 
c o often, from a Jewish Revisionist: 2 ‘It is to be assumed that a 
clash between Jews and Arabs in Palestine would have taken place 
even without any prompting from the British administration. 
The Jews wanted Palestine for a Jewish state. The Arabs would 
sooner or later object to that. . . . There had to come a psycholo- 
gical clash between the Jew and the Arab, a clash between the 
Jewish immigrant and the British colonial official. ... A clash 
between Jewish dynamics and dormant Arabia was inevitable.’ 

From the outset, the atmosphere of total lack of understanding 
and sympathy, mistrust and suspicion, steadily darkened. Denied 
the independence which they believed had been promised to them, 
the Arab ruling-class was not slow to retaliate against the Jews 
whom they held responsible. The scene was set for the agitator and 
the killer; and at Easter 1920 occurred the first of the many com- 
munal riots that have disgraced the Holy Land. The Chief Ad- 
ministrator reported, ‘I can definitely state that when the strain 
came the Zionist Commission did not loyally accept the orders of 
the Administration, but from the commencement adopted a 
hostile, critical, and abusive attitude. It is a regrettable fact that, 
with one or two exceptions, it appears impossible to convince a 
Zionist of British good faith and ordinary honesty. They seek, not 
justice from the military occupant, but that in every question in 
which a Jew is interested, discrimination in his favour shall be 
shown. ... In Jerusalem, being in the majority, they are not 
satisfied with military protection, but demand to take the law into 
their own hands; in other places where they are in a minority they 
clamour for military protection. . . . The representative of the 
Jewish community threatens me with mob law, and refuses to 
accept the constituted forces of law and order. . . . My own 
authority and that of every department of my Administration is 
claimed or impinged upon by the Zionist Commission. . . . This 
Administration ... has strictly adhered to the laws governing the 
conduct of the military occupant of Enemy Territory, but that has 
not satisfied the Zionists, who appear bent on committing the 
temporary military administration to a partialist policy before the 
issue of the Mandate. It is manifestly impossible to please partisans 

1 George Lichtheim, 4 June, 1946. 

* Eliahu Ben-Horin, The Middle East: Crossroads of History , 132. For an ex- 
planation of the term Revisionist, see below, p. 179f, 
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who officially claim nothing more than a “National Home”, but in 
reality will be satisfied with nothing less than a “Jewish State”/ The 
Zionists promptly countercharged that, on account of the sym- 
pathy of some members of the military administration for the 
Arabs, there had been dilatoriness in suppressing the outbreak. The 
Lloyd George government abolished the military administration 
and replaced it by a civil one, with the Mandate as its charter. 

It is illuminating that in the Mandate the only reference to the 
predominantly Arabic character of the population was still merely 
indirect, in the article which recognized Arabic as one of the three 
official languages. 1 The first High Commissioner Sir Herbert 
Samuel was, if not himself a Zionist, very sympathetically 
disposed to Zionism as he then understood it. 2 It must be said, 
however, that during his tenure of office he was conspicuously im- 
partial, to the point of being strongly criticized by extreme Zionists 
for being pro- Arab. In 1921 he was violently denounced by the 
Zionist Congress for having recommended immigration 'within 
the limits fixed by the numbers and interests of the present popu- 
lation’ to develop the country 'to the advantage of all its inhabi- 
tants’. 3 Another and more serious outbreak of Arab violence in 
1921, arising out of a May-Day riot between two Jewish labour 
factions, was followed by the first of the many Inquiry Commis- 
sions which have visited Palestine. This Haycraft Commission 
declared that the Zionist Organization had 'desired to ignore the 
Arabs as a factor to be taken into serious consideration, or else has 
combated their interests to the advantage of the Jews’, and that it 
had 'exercised an exacerbating rather than a conciliatory influence 
of the Arab population of Palestine, and has thus been a contribu- 
tory cause 01 the disturbances’. In reply to Zionist arguments that 
Arab antagonism was directed more against British rule than 
against themselves, and had been artificially stimulated among the 
uneducated mass of the Arab population by the effendis, it de- 
clared that 'feeling against the Jews was too genuine, too wide- 
spread, and too intense to be accounted for in the above superficial 

1 Elsewhere the Arabs were described as ‘the existing non-Jewish communities’ 
(in the Preamble, quoting the Balfour Declaration); ‘the inhabitants of Palestine, 
irrespective of race and religion* (Art. 2); ‘other sections of the population* 
(Art. 6). 

*Hyamson, op. cit., 131. 

3 Storrs comments, ‘I cannot conceive that any Gentile High Commissioner 
could have weathered the storms of Zionist public opinion for five years.* 
(op. cit., 358, 392). 
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manner. If it means that had it not been for incitement by the not- 
ables, the effendis and the sheikhs, there would have been no riots, 
the allegation cannot be substantiated. . . . Any anti-British feeling 
on the part of the Arabs that may have arisen in the country 
originates in the association of the Government with the further- 
ance of the policy of Zionism.’ 

Concerned at the continued unrest, the Cabinet resolved to 
make a new definition of its policy, which appeared in the 
‘Churchill White Paper’ of 1922. While affirming that the place 
of the Jews in Palestine was ‘of right and not on sufferance’, it 
marked a definite recognition of the hard facts of the situation, in 
that it did for the first time acknowledge the existence of the Arabs 
as such. It remarked that ‘unauthorized statements have been 
made to the effect that the purpose in view is to create a wholly 
Jewish Palestine. . . . H.M. Government regard any such expecta- 
tion as impracticable and have no such aim in view. Nor have they 
at any time contemplated . . . the disappearance or the subordina- 
tion of the Arabic population, language, or culture in Palestine. 
They would draw attention to the fact that the terms of the 
(Balfour) Declaration referred to do not contemplate that Palestine 
as a whole should be converted into a Jewish National Home, but 
that such a home should be founded in Palestine.’ The White 
Paper introduced for the first time the principle of ‘economic ab- 
sorptive capacity’ as a regulator of immigration. It proposed to 
set up a Legislative Council, but this was boycotted by the Arabs, 
who refused to recognize the validity of the Mandate. The com- 
position of the proposed Council was indeed distinctly weighted 
against the Arabs, since, though Muslims and Christians combined 
still constituted 89 per cent, of the population, their ten elected 
members could be outvoted by the ten official members and the 
two elected Jewish representatives. A proposal to set up an Arab 
Organization with an official status comparable with that of the 
Zionist Organization was also rejected by the Arabs, ‘since its 
members were to be nominated by the High Commissioner, him- 
self a Zionist, and the offer was conditional on its being understood 
that acceptance signified the settlement of all Arab claims, together 
with Arab recognition of the Balfour Declaration.’ 1 

For the next six years a sullen but superficially quiet status quo 
was maintained. By 1926 it had been possible to reduce the gar- 

1 Barbour, op. cit., 111. 
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rison, and entrust internal security to the R.A.F., to disband the 
British gendarmerie, and cut down the police. By 1928 the Jewish 
population had risen to x 50,000, about two and a half times what it 
had been at the end of the War, and now amounted to 16 per cent, 
of the population. Jewish agricultural settlement had made marked 
progress, thanks to the boundless enthusiasm and devotion of the 
Pioneers; but funds for development were scarce, the economic 
situation difficult, unemployment rife, and in 1927 Jewish emigra- 
tion exceeded immigration by 2,300. The Arab population also 
had rapidly increased in numbers, thanks to the very high birth- 
rate, the cessation of the Turkish conscription which had taken 
many young men never to return, the lowering ofthehighdeathrate 
for which the Public Health Department of the Government may 
claim at least some credit, and to some illegal immigration from 
neighbouring Arab countries. Beneath the superficial order and 
progress, however, £ a conflict had been created between two 
national ideals, and under the system imposed by the Mandate it 
could only be solved if one or both of these ideals were aban- 
doned’. 1 


★ ★ ★ 

The lands east of the Jordan, which had been little more than 
nominally administered by the Ottoman government, were ad- 
ministered from 19x8 by Faisal’s Arab government at Damascus. 
However, at the San Remo Conference of April 1920 this region 
was assigned to Britain as part of the mandate for Palestine, with 
the proviso, however, that ‘in the territories between thejordan and 
the eastern boundary of Palestine as ultimately determined, the 
mandatory shall be entitled, with the consent of the Council of the 
League of Nations, to postpone or withhold application of such 
provisions of this mandate as he may consider inapplicable to the 
existing local conditions, and to make such provision for the ad- 
ministration of the territories as he may consider suitable to those 
conditions’. 2 Soon after the collapse of the Damascus Arab 
government before the French in July 1920, therefore, the High 
Commissioner for Palestine convened the local Arab notables at 
as-Salt, then the principal town of the region, and informed them 

1 Royal Commission Report (1937), 61. 

2 Mandate, Art. 25, 
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that H.M. Government intended to grant them immediate self- 
government with the help of a few British advisers. Local councils 
were accordingly set up in the four principal towns; but before any 
coherent administrative system could take shape, the Amir Abdul- 
lah arrived in February 1921 with an Arab force at Ma’an, which 
had been provisionally left within the boundaries of his father’s 
kingdom of the Hijaz, and announced his intention of raising a 
rebellion against the French in Syria. He advanced to Amman, was 
welcomed by the local councils and unopposed by the British, and 
took over the effective administration. At the close of the Cairo 
Conference in April, the Colonial Secretary, Mr. Churchill, agreed 
to recognize him as de facta ruler of Transjordan, provided that he 
abandoned his aggressive intentions against the French and 
accepted British protection and financial help in setting up a 
modern administration. In September 1922 Britain secured the 
consent of the Council of the League, as provided for in Art. 25 of 
the Mandate, to the exemption of Transjordan from all the clauses 
of the Mandate concerned with the establishment of a Jewish 
National Home, including the Mandatory’s obligation to facilitate 
Jewish immigration and land-settlement. In 1923 Britain recog- 
nized the existence of an ‘independent government in Trans- 
jordan under the rule of the Amir Abdullah, provided that such 
government is constitutional.’ 

From that time Abdullah steered a skilful course towards 
independence and kingship, which he achieved in 1946.1 The 
material poverty of this thinly-populated state on the desert- 
margin caused him to continue to welcome British financial and 
technical support for his Arab Legion, which laid him open to 
the extremist charge of being subservient to Britain; and at the 
same time it stimulated the King’s innate expansionist ambitions 
and so led to his assassination in July 1951. 1 2 Abdullah was 
rumoured to have favoured economic collaboration with the 
Zionists, if he had been freer to disregard Arab opinion; but it 
might have proved an unequal partnership, since the Zionists had 
never excluded from their considerations ‘those great, desolate, 

1 On achieving independence Abdullah gave his state the title of The Hashimi 
Kingdom of the Jordan. Since its incorporation of the remnant of Arab Pales- 
tine in April 1950, the former name Transjordan ceased to be geographically 
appropriate to the enlarged state. 

2 See Esmond Wright: ‘Abdullah’s Jordan, 1947-1951’, Middle East Journal, 
Summer 1951, p. 439, 
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and uncultivated [sic] stretches of land across the river’. 1 With the 
disappearance of Abdullah and the decline of British prestige, the 
future of Jordan is something of an enigma. 

★ ★ ★ 

During the war Britain had sought to protect her pre-eminent 
position in the Arabian Peninsula by agreements with France and 
Italy by which these powers undertook not to acquire, nor to con- 
sent to a third power acquiring, territory in Arabia or a naval base 
in the Red Sea. Britain had also from the beginning been on 
friendly terms with the young Wahhabi Amir Abdul Aziz ibn 
Sa’ud. Early in the war she, like the Arab nationalists, had sent 
emissaries to him to enlist his support for an Arab rising against 
the Turks; but the pro-Turkish Amir of the Jebel Shammar to the 
north, his ancestral enemy, was too nearly a match for him to give 
more than moral support. It was psychologically difficult for him 
to make common cause with the Sharif Husain, the ruler of Mecca 
and Madina, those centres of what the strict Wahhabis regarded as 
idolatrous and corrupt saint-worship unauthorized by the Qur’an 
and Sunna; and the Sharif made matters worse by his assumption 
in 1916 of the title of King of the Arabs. With his Ottoman 
culture and his overweening personal ambition he evidently 
regarded Ibn Sa’ud as a barbarian upstart, and behaved to him 
with "a show of studied condescension and even discourtesy’ 
combined with 'somewhat highhanded methods’. 2 

Turkish support for the Shammar having ceased with the col- 
lapse of the Ottoman Empire, Ibn Sa’ud was able to annex their 
territory in 1921, and was now in a position to settle scores with 
King Husain. He had already for some years been making Wah- 
habi propaganda among the tribes on the Hijaz border to win them 
away from Husain, and when Abdullah had led a force against him 
in 1919 had severely defeated him. He was at that time deterred 
from invading the Hijaz by the British government, which was 
still supporting Husain. But the old King, with greater consistency 
than worldly wisdom, broke with Britain, mainly over the poli- 
tical disability imposed on the Arabs of Palestine by the Balfour 

1 Moshe Shertok, 24 January 1946 (since 1948 Moshe Sharett, Foreign 
Minister of Israel). 

2 Antonius, op. cit., 329. 
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Declaration and the Mandate. Refusing to compromise on this 
point, he forfeited Britain’s support and subsidy. At the same time 
he had been misguided enough to intrigue against Ibn Sa’udwith 
such enemies or potential rivals of his as the Shammar, tribal chiefs 
of outer Najd, and the Imam of the Yemen. He became in- 
volved in an unnecessary quarrel with Egypt about the medieval 
sanitary conditions of the Holy Places; and in 1924 he alienated 
what remaining support he had in Islam by having himself pro- 
claimed Caliph. Ibn Sa’ud invaded the Hijaz. Husain abdicated in 
favour of his eldest son Ah; but the Wahhabi prince in the follow- 
ing year drove out AH and annexed the Hijaz. His former ‘semi- 
vassal’ relationship to Britain was now clearly out-of-date; and in 
1927 by the Treaty of Jidda Britain recognized him as sovereign 
and independent King of the Hijaz, Najd, and its Dependencies, 
which were later fused as the Kingdom of Sa’udi Arabia. Ib,n 
Sa’ud in return undertook to maintain friendly relations with the 
British-protected sheikhdoms of the Persian Gulf. He had already 
acknowledged the presence of Husain’s two sons Faisal and 
Abdullah on the thrones of Iraq and Transjordan, and allowed 
Britain to determine his frontiers with these two states; but in 
respect of his frontier with Transjordan he has always maintained 
mental reservations which may yet disturb relations between the 
two kingdoms. 

★ ★ ★ 

The Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1915 had arranged that the Fer- 
tile Crescent should be divided into four areas, two to be directly 
administered by France and Britain respectively, while the other 
two should be administered by Arab governments under the 
guidance and protection of France and Britain respectively. 
France’s direct share was to be the Syrian coastlands and Cilicia, 
while her protectorate was to consist of the hinterland of Syria 
including the vilayet of Mosul. By 1919 British troops had how- 
ever occupied the Mosul vilayet after driving out the Turks; and 
Lloyd George succeeded with great difficulty in persuading 
Clemenceau to give up the French claim, so that this oil-bearing 
district could be added to Iraq. The French were compensated by 
the transfer to them of the German quarter-share in the Turkish 
Petroleum Co., now renamed the Iraq Petroleum Co., and the 
promise that France should have a quarter-share of its output. 
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Britain handed over to her the military occupation of the Syrian 
coastlands, while the independent Arabs under Faisal still governed 
the cities of the interior. The situation was very unstable. The Arabs 
resented and feared the very presence of the French: France’s part 
in the campaign against the Turks had been confined to the pre- 
sence of a small token-force, and the Arabs could not be expected 
to agree that her enormous sacrifices on the Western Front en- 
titled her to claims on Syria. The French, on the other hand, 
had no sympathy for the Arab Revolt or for Arab nationalism in 
general, having in mind their millions of Arabic-speaking subjects 
in North Africa; they regarded these phenomena as a British 
manoeuvre to trick France out of her rightful legacy in Syria. Her 
claim was carried back to the Crusades, in which France had played 
a preponderant part, and was reinforced by the educational mis- 
sions, and railways and other public utilities she had established in 
the country. Nevertheless, over 60 per cent, of the petitions pre- 
sented to the King-Crane Commission in 1919 protested directly 
and strongly against a French mandate. 

In April 1920, one month after a ‘General Syrian Congress’ 
of nationalists had proclaimed an independent kingdom of 
Greater Syria, including Lebanon and Palestine, with Faisal as 
King, the San Remo Conference awarded France the mandate 
for the whole of Syria. The French now had legal authority 
to deal with the unfriendly Arab administration in the interior, 
whose troops had unofficially attacked French military positions 
near the demarcation-line between the two zones, while the 
Arab authorities had carried on anti-French propaganda, 
and obstructed French commerce; the French in their turn 
were not guiltless of counter-provocation. In July 1920 General 
Gouraud sent Faisal an ultimatum demanding satisfaction on 
all these points, and the unqualified acceptance of the French 
mandate for the whole country. While Faisal was attempting to 
negotiate, there were armed clashes between his troops and the 
French. The latter then occupied Damascus and expelled him from 
the country. Masters of the situation, they could now reshape the 
prostrate bulk of Syria at their will. Conscious that their main 
support lay in the Maronites of the Lebanon, that the other 
Christian communities were only lukewarm, and that they were 
cordially disliked by the bulk of the Muslims, they decided to ease 
their task by an unashamed policy of ‘divide-and-rule’, by ex- 



164 A Short History of the Middle East 

ploiting and widening the religious divisions with which Syria, 
more than any other Middle Eastern country, is vexed. Sunni 
Muslim Arabs constitute about 53 per cent, only of the population 
of Syria and Lebanon combined. Some minorities form more-or- 
less compact geographical blocks: the 340,000 Maronites in the 
Mountain Lebanon; the 325,000 Alawis or Nusairiya 1 in the Jebel 
Nusairiya (Ansariya) along the northern half of the coast; the 
160,000 Druze, mainly in the Jebel Druze but also in Lebanon; 
perhaps as many as 200,000 Kurds in the Jazira of the north-east. 
The separatist tendencies of all these minorities, which had un- 
doubtedly suffered discrimination at the hands of the Sunnis under 
Ottoman rule, were encouraged. In 1920 the old sanjaq of 
Lebanon was expanded to three times its size by the inclusion of 
the predominantly Muslim towns of Beirut, Tripoli, and Saida 
(Sidon); South Lebanon down to the Palestine frontier, with a 
predominantly Shi’i population; and the fertile Biq’a, with a mixed 
population consisting mainly of Muslims and Orthodox Chris- 
tians. In this enlarged Lebanon the Maronites no longer had an 
absolute majority as in the old sanjaq, and Christians of all sects 
constituted only a precarious majority. 2 This weakening of the 
C hristian , position was perhaps designed to make them more 
dependent on French protection and less inclined to follow a 
nationalist line of their own. In 1921 the Jebel Druze, and in 1922 
the Territory of the Alawis, were recognized by the French as in- 
dependent. The remainder of Syria was divided in 1920 into the 
two states of Damascus and Aleppo, in an attempt to exploit the 
traditional rivalry between the two great cities but this experiment 
did not last, and in 1924 the two states were united. 

Having thus dismembered the country, the French set to work 
to impose their cultural pattern on it in a fashion which was pas- 
sively accepted by the inarticulate majority, but was bound to 
estrange further the minority that had political aspirations. The 
pinning of the Syro-Lebanese currency to the French franc, 
though logical, had the unfortunate effect of causing it to follow 
the franc’s severe devaluation. The teaching of French was carried 
to such a pitch that it was reported that in some districts children 

1 Their religion is a curious amalgam of Shi'i Islam, with early Christian and 
pagan elements; cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam , art, Nusairi, 

* The Christians may now have ceased to be the majority, in consequence of 
emigration and the higher Muslim birth-rate; but no census has been held for 
over twenty years. 
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who could scarcely read Arabic were taught the Marseillaise. 
Specially-prepared history-books were at pains to demonstrate 
that the Syrians were not ethnically Arab. The administrative 
machine was frequently abused to further the interests of French 
companies and concession-holders. As instruments of their policy 
the French made great use of two minority communities foreign to 
Syria and without any defined habitat in the country: the Cir- 
cassians, who had been introduced by the Turks fifty years before 
when their homeland was annexed by Russia; and the Armenians 
who had escaped the Turkish massacres during and after the War. 
The former made useful if undisciplined soldiers, especially apt for 
punitive expeditions and for garrisoning restive districts; the 
latter, with their keen intelligence and sense of superiority to other 
Levantines, gave good service as informers. 

By 1925 the ruling families of the Jebel Druze, who had not 
originally been averse to French rule in preference to Sunnis from 
Damascus, had grown restive under their impetuous French local 
governor, who may be described as a French equivalent of Arnold 
Wilson: ‘sincere, disinterested, energetic; extremely effective in 
putting his immediate aims into action, especially when they were 
related to the production of material results; but he was tyrannical 
in his mediods, and psychologically blind in his dealings with 
human beings, to a degree which made it inevitable that his well- 
meant efforts should end in disaster. During twenty months he 
forced upon the outraged but intimidated Druze a host of material 
benefits which they neither dreamt of nor desired.’ 1 Protests to 
the French High Commissioner met with a discourteous rebuff 
and the four principal Druze leaders were arrested as conspirators. 
This was followed by a general rising in the Jebel, landlords and 
tenants together, which completely overpowered the French 
garrison. The revolt spread to the cities of Syria, the rebels being 
well-organized and led by members of the great families and ex- 
Ottoman officers with military experience. 2 By November 1925 
the French began to gain the upper hand by greatly increasing 
their garrison, but they did not penetrate the Jebel Druze till the 
early summer of 1926, and peace was not finally restored for 
another year. The rebellion had been even more costly in fives and 

1 Toynbee, Islamic World after the Peace Conference , Part III, sec. vii. 

2 Such as Fawzi al-Qawuqji, who was to lead the Palestine Arab rebels in 1936 
and served the Axis during the Second World War. 
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money than the Iraq Rebellion, and the French had twice found it 
necessary to bombard the centre of Damascus by artillery and air- 
craft, killing over a thousand persons. The revolt had, however, 
taught the French that it was impossible to hold down Syria in- 
definitely by martial law. The series of military High Com- 
missioners was ended in November 1935, and in 1926 the first 
High Commissioner with civil administrative experience was ap- 
pointed. The Lebanese Republic had been proclaimed in 1926, and 
an attempt was made to reach an understanding with the more 
moderate Syrian nationalists, but without success; the first two 
nominal Presidents of Syria were both aliens, a Turk and a Cir- 
cassian. 

★ * * 

B. The Inter-War Period 

The unilateral British declaration of Egyptian independence in 
1 922 did not immediately bring about the end of violent agitation, 
since the Wafd refused to accept the limitations imposed on 
Egyptian sovereignty by the Four Reserved Points. Encouraged 
by the successes of the Turkish nationalists in extorting major con- 
cessions from Britain and France by armed force, the Wafd con- 
ducted a murder campaign inspired by well-educated fanatics and 
executed by weak-minded students and a number of professional 
killers. In Cairo four British subjects and two Egyptian moderates 
were murdered, and nine British wounded. The Egyptian public, 
intimidated by the terrorists, gave no help to the police, and it was 
left to a special force under British direction to track them down: 
three students were executed and ten imprisoned. 

At the beginning of 1924 general elections had produced the 
combination of the first Wafdist government in Egypt and the 
first Labour government in Britain, some of whose members when 
in Opposition had shown sympathy for Wafdist aspirations. 
Zaghlul was invited to London to negotiate, but demanded in 
effect complete independence, with the withdrawal of all British 
troops, the return of the Sudan to Egypt, etc. This was far too much 
for the British government which observed that, while British 
troops would not interfere in the functioning of the Egyptian 
government nor encroach on its sovereignty, no British govern- 
ment could divest itself of all interest in the defence of the Canal, 



The Clash of Political Interests 167 

nor could the good administration and development of the Sudan 
be jeopardized. Zaghlul showed himself as inflexible as ever in 
negotiation, and returned to Egypt without achieving anything. 
Meanwhile his government had made gestures hostile to the 
presence of the British garrison and the position of the Sirdar, the 
British commander-in-chief of the Egyptian Army. On 19 
November the Sirdar, Sir Lee Stack, was murdered in the streets of 
Cairo. On his own initiative Allenby presented to the Egyptian 
government an ultimatum in which the following were the 
principal demands: 

(1) The withdrawal from the Sudan of all Egyptian officers and 
purely Egyptian units, which had been inciting the Sudanese troops 
to mutiny, with some effect. 

(2) Egyptian consent to the unlimited irrigation of the Sudanese 
cotton-growing district of the Gazira, which had previously been 
limited to ensure adequate water-supplies to Egypt. 

(3) Payment of a fine of ,£500, 000. 

The British colony in Egypt, prone as ever to ‘Egyptophobia’, 
was indignant at the ‘weakness’ of Allenby’s ultimatum; but the 
Foreign Office instructed him to moderate the second and third of 
the above demands; and there is no doubt that the threat to divert 
Nile water from Egypt for unlimited irrigation in the Sudan has, 
in spite of subsequent agreement on this vital subject, leftEgyptians 
with the uncomfortable realization that the water supplies on 
which their economy depends are at Britain’s mercy as long as she 
remains in control of the Sudan. 

The Lee Stack murder was the culmination of the murder- 
campaign, in which a number of the younger Wafd leaders 1 were 
charged with criminal complicity. The Wafd government fell, 
leav ing the ground free for King Fuad to take a more active part 
in the country’s politics. The son of Ismail and now in the prime 
of his life, he had inherited enough of the autocratic spirit oflns fine 
not to accept tamely the limited authority of a constitutional 
monarch. As a Europeanized Turk who spoke but indifferent 
Arabic, he despised the middle-class Egyptian politicians of the 
Wafd, and their demagogic appeal to the city-rabble and the ig- 
norant rural masses. The greatest landowner in Egypt, he mis- 

1 These included Ahmed Mahir and Mahmud Fahmi an-Nuqrashi, both of 
whom later became Prime Minister and fell to extremist gunmen, in 1945 
and 1948 respectively. 
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trusted the radical and republican tendencies of the younger 
Wafdists; and he was therefore ready to exploit to the full the 
considerable powers left to him under the constitution, especially 
those of nominating a third of the Senate and dissolving at will the 
Chamber of Deputies. Even before the Wafd came to power in 
1924, he had had an unsuccessful struggle with the moderates in an 
attempt to enlarge his powers; and now he dissolved the Chamber 
of Deputies with its overwhelming Wafdist majority and ruled 
without a parliament through a newly-formed group of ‘King’s 
friends’, the Ittihadparty. 1 So unpopular was this regime, however, 
that the moderate Liberal party joined the Wafd in a coalition 
against it; and early in 1926 the new British High Commissioner 
pressed the King to permit the holding of a general election. It 
returned the Wafd to power with over 70 per cent, of the seats. 2 
In view of the murder-campaign under the previous Wafd 
government, Britain refused to accept Zaghlul as Prime Minister; 
and a compromise was reached by which the Liberal leader headed 
a cabinet of six Wafdists, three Liberals and an Independent, with 
Zaghlul President of the Chamber. 

In 1927 Sarwat Pasha , now Prime Minister in this coalition, came 
to London and the Foreign Office put forward for negotiation a 
draft treaty closely following the recommendations of the Milner 
Report. The Foreign Secretary, Sir Austen Chamberlain, des- 
cribed it as ‘the high-water mark of British concessions to Egyp- 
tian nationalism’. The difference of views between the two sides 
was narrowed down to two points: (1) the British personnel in the 
Egyptian Army, whom Britain was prepared to convert into a 
military mission, and (2) the maintenance of British officials in the 
Departments of Police and Public Security pending the reform of 
the Capitulations. On this point Britain undertook to support an 
Egyptian appeal to the League of Nations if the reform had not 
been effected within five years. 

At this stage, however, Mustafa an-Nahhas, who had just suc- 
ceeded to the leadership of the Wafd on the death of Zaghlul, took 
the party into opposition to the draft treaty because it did not 

1 Its founder Hasan Nash’at became Egyptian Ambassador to Britain in the 
earlier years of the Second World War. 

2 During the thirty years of constitutional government the Wafd was the only 
party-machine covering the whole country: the other parties were little more 
than small groups centred round certain personalities without any apparent 
positive principles other than personal hostility to the Wafdist leaders. 
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amount to a complete British evacuation of Egypt. A majority of 
Sarwat’s coalition cabinet voted against the treaty and he resigned. 
Nahhas now headed an entirely Wafdist cabinet, and soon came 
into conflict with both the High Commissioner and the King. In 
June 1928, three months after the formation of the Wafd govern- 
ment, some Egyptian newspapers published an alleged agreement 
by which, before they came into office, Nahhas and the new vice- 
president of the Chamber of Deputies were stated to have under- 
taken to secure the handing-over of the insane prince Saif ud~ 
Dins estate, now being administered by the King, to the prince’s 
mother in return for the payment to them of -£150,000. The King 
dismissed Nahhas and issued a royal decree dissolving both 
Houses of Parliament and legalizing the postponement of elections 
for three years. 

The High Commissioner, Lord Lloyd, whose conception of the 
British position in Egypt was as conservative as his handling of 
affairs was masterful, had several times come into conflict with 
successive Egyptian governments. The Foreign Office came to 
feel that their representative was in danger of over-stressing 
Britain’s position, and in May 1929, therefore, he was sent a rede- 
finition of British policy, which contained the following impor- 
tant passage: ‘Because the interests at stake are of supreme im- 
portance to the safety and well-being of the Empire, H.M. Govern- 
ment reserved by the Declaration of 1922 certain matters for its 
own determination, but even in these cases it is the desire of H.M. 
Government to act with, and where possible through, the 
Egyptian Government, respecting in the largest possible measure 
the liberties and independence which by the same Declaration they 
conceded to Egypt. 

‘It is not in the interest of H.M. Government to intervene in the 
internal affairs of Egypt further than is necessary to secure the poli- 
tical objects defined above. The influence which they must ever 
possess in the councils of Egypt will be best secured by ensuring 
that the closest harmony shall always govern the relations between 
the Residency and the Government, and these conditions can only 
obtain if the interventions of H.M. Government into the purely 
internal affairs of Egypt are reduced to a minimum. . . 

1 On three occasions between 1927 and 1930 British warships were despatched 
to Alexandria, mice to exert political pressure on the Egyptian government and 
once to be in readiness in case political disturbances got out of hand. (Survey of 
International Affairs , 1936, 663, n. 1.) 
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The advent to office of the second Labour government in 1929 
brought the Egyptian Liberal Prime Minister Mohammed Mah- 
mud to London to reopen negotiations, hoping for greater con- 
sideration than Sarwat had received from the Conservatives. 
While these were in progress, however, a general election in 
Egypt produced once again a sweeping victory for the Wafd, and 
Nahhas came to London in 1930 to take the place of Mohammed 
Mahmud. The Sudan proved a stumbling-block, since Nahhas in- 
sisted that, pending a final agreement, there should be no restriction 
on Egyptian immigration into the Sudan, while the furthest con- 
cession Britain would make was that ‘the Governor-General 
would not exercise unreasonably the right which any government 
has to control immigration in the interests of its own nationals’. 
The Wafdist press had created the impression in Egypt that the 
Labour government was prepared to concede anything, and 
Nahhas thus had to justify himself in the eyes of the extremists by 
obtaining terms conspicuously better than those offered to 
Mohammed Mahmud. When a report did reach Cairo that 
Nahhas might be disposed to compromise, he was violently 
attacked as a traitor. 

Meanwhile, mindful of his humiliating dismissal from office by 
the King in 1928, he had drafted two bills which would prevent the 
King from ruling without parliament in future. The King refused 
to give the royal assent to these, holding that, inasmuch as the 
Wafd was the only party with a country-wide organization, the 
diminution of the powers of the Crown would amount to the 
creation of a permanent Wafd dictatorship. Nahhas resigned in 
protest, and the King invited Isma’il Sidqi, now one of the 
wealthiest men in Egypt and a bitter opponent of the Wafd, 
to form a government. Thus driven into opposition, Nahhas 
began a campaign for non-co-operation with the govern- 
ment and refusal to pay taxes. There were serious disorders 
all over the country, and Sidqi dissolved parliament and pre- 
pared to ‘make’ an election, returning to the pre-1924 system 
of voting in two stages as a check on demagogy and provid- 
ing for the nomination by the King of three-fifths of the Senate. 
He banned Wafdist newspapers and prohibited the holding 
of the annual Wafdist congress. This was too much for the Liberal- 
Constitutionals, to which party Sidqi himself belonged, and they 
joined the Wafd in boycotting the elections. Nothing daunted, 
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Sidqi formed round himself a new party, which he cynically called 
the Sha’b or People. At the election in May 1931 the Sha’b and the 
Ittihad ‘King’s Friends’ won a comfortable majority. The Wafd 
tried to organize the growing Trades Union movement to make 
political difficulties for the government, to which Sidqi replied by 
dissolving the unions. In 1933, however, he had to resign, as his 
health had been impaired by overwork. There followed what 
amounted to the virtual dictatorship of the Director of the Royal 
Estates. Palace rule did not prove to be appreciably better for Egypt 
than so-called democratic rule, since public money was now poured 
out on an enormous civil list and other expenditure without much 
value to the public. 1 

The Italian invasion of Abyssinia in the summer of 193 5 brought 
a new note of urgency to the question of an Anglo-Egyptian settle- 
ment. In December a united front composed of Nahhas, Sidqi, and 
Mohammed Mahmud sent a note to the High Commissioner 
declaring their readiness to conclude the draft treaty of 1930. The 
British replied, however, that in the light of the Abyssinian W ar the 
military clauses needed revision, and that it was desirable to reach a 
preliminary agreement on the status of the Sudan. Negotiations 
began in March 1936 with an all-party delegation consisting of 
seven W afdists and six non- Wafdists. There was still a considerable 
gap to be bridged between the views of the British and the Egyp- 
tian negotiators, and the unaccommodating attitude of the British 
service advisers, unsympathetic as ever towards Egyptian national 
aspirations, called forth a reproof from The Times : ‘It is natural 
enough that the technical advisers of H.M. Government should 
recommend such a military agreement as would achieve an ideal 
security for this country’s interests for ever . . . but the military 
ideal of 100 per cent, security takes no account of the political side 
of the question. ... An alliance, if it is to have any real value, must 
be based on respect for national feeling. It must be freely negotiat- 
ed, not dictated; and one of its primary conditions ... is that it 
should be inspired by a spirit of mutual trust. This spirit will 
hardly be encouraged by efforts to persuade the delegates to make 
concessions for which their countrymen would never forgive 
them, in the hopeless quest for the unattainable ideal of a perfect 
military security for all time and in all circumstances. An affiance 
based upon common interests and confidence is surely worth 

1 Round Table , December 1936, 110 ff. 
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minor military risks, some of which are likely to prove imaginary 
on closer examination. . . Z 1 

In the end a Treaty was successfully negotiated, and signed in 
August 1936. It was for twenty years, but capable of revision any 
time after ten years. (1) Its principle was that of a close military 
alliance, which was to be maintained in any revised form of the 
Treaty until its final expiration. Each country was to aid the other 
in the event of war, and was to give Britain all facilities, including 
the imposition of martial law and an effective censorship, in the 
event of any threatened international emergency. Each country 
undertook not to conduct its foreign policy in any way inconsistent 
with the Treaty. 

(2) Egypt recognized the vital interest to Britain of ensuring 
the liberty and entire security of navigation in the Canal, and 
accordingly granted Britain the right to retain troops in the Canal 
Zone, to the number of 10,000 land-troops and 400 R.A.F. pilots 
with the necessary ancillary services, until it should be agreed that 
the Egyptian forces could themselves assume full responsibility for 
the Canal. Egypt was to build specified strategic roads, and to 
improve the railways in the Canal Zone and the Western Desert. 
As soon as all these works were sufficiently advanced, British 
troops would be withdrawn from Cairo. The British Navy might 
continue to use Alexandria for not more than eight years. Britain 
would provide a military mission to the Egyptian army, which 
would obtain its equipment from Britain and send its specialists 
there for training. 

(3) Egyptian troops, officials, and immigrants were once again 
to be admitted to the Sudan, though the Egyptian government 
recognized that the primary purpose of the Condominium was the 
welfare of the Sudanese, and that the Sudan government would 
appoint British or Egyptian officials only if qualified Sudanese were 
not available (an important recognition, for the first time, of the 
growing Sudanese claim to manage their own affairs). 

(4) The Egyptian government would henceforth be responsible 
for the protection of the foreign communities, and Britain under- 
took to support its approaches to the capitulatory Powers to 
remove the restrictions on the application of Egyptian legislation to 
foreigners. Egypt undertook not to impose on foreigners legis- 
lation inconsistent with modern principles or to discriminate 

1 Quoted by Survey of International Affairs , 1936, 687 f. 
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against them. The abolition of the Capitulations was finally 
negotiated in the Montreux Convention of 1937. 

(5) Britain was to be represented in Egypt by an Ambassador 
taking precedence over all foreign representatives. 

Thus after seventeen years of fruitless negotiation, the gap that 
separated the Egyptian demand for complete independence and the 
British conception of what powers it was necessary to retain in 
Egypt in the interests of imperial security was bridged by conces- 
sions from both sides. But these concessions were made only be- 
cause both parties were acutely aware of the menace to their 
respective interests from Italy, now an aggressive Mediterranean 
and Red Sea Power; and there was no reason to suppose that, if this 
menace were removed, Egyptian nationalist sentiment would not 
once more compel its leaders to seek to achieve complete inde- 
pendence by obtaining the evacuation of the British forces, freedom 
to follow a foreign policy untrammelled by the alliance with 
Britain, and the reassertion in fact of Egypt’s sovereignty over the 
Sudan. 

* * * 

In Iraq the final ratification of the Treaty of 1924 was followed 
by a marked reduction in the number of British and Indian officials, 
but left in being a Dual Control whose proper working called for 
patience and tact on both sides. The nice relation between Iraqi 
officials and British advisers and inspectors was made more delicate 
by the fact that the British were paid more than their Iraqi 
nominal superiors, and that they were permanent while the Iraqis 
were liable to change with every government; and these changed 
far too frequently for good administration. Thus there was often 
friction between the Iraqis and British, leading to deadlocks which 
sometimes lasted for several months, impeding the administration 
and co nfirmin g the Iraqis in their opinion that the British officials 
were primarily interested in furthering imperial policy rather than 
in the welfare of Iraq. The Iraqi officials, on their side, were not yet 
ready to accept a western type of administration and fiscal system, 
democratic institutions, and the principle of government by the 
consent of the governed, in so far as these things varied from the 
methods and institutions time-honoured under the Ottoman 
Empire. The privileged ruling-class refused to give up the prac- 
tices which they had found so lucrative under the Ottomans, and 
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rboth the tax-system and the execution of the law were given a 
pronounced bias in their favour. 

In 1925 the Council of the League of Nations was so doubtful 
about the fitness of Iraq for self-government that it recommended 
that the Mandate should continue for twenty-five years, unless she 
were previously admitted as a member of the League. Two years 
later the British government announced that it would propose the 
admission of Iraq in 1932 ‘provided that all went well in the inter- 
val, and the present rate of progress in Iraq was maintained’; it in- 
sisted, however, on a government ‘friendly and bound by gratitude 
and obligation’ to Britain. In 1928 the Iraqi government asked 
that it should be allowed to assume immediate responsibility for 
external and internal defence, and that British control of the army 
should cease. It rejected counter-proposals, and for three months 
Iraq was without a government. Sir Gilbert Clayton, the recently- 
appointed High Commissioner, urged the British government to 
break the deadlock by a declaration that would at least partially 
satisfy Iraqi aspirations. He died in 1929, but was the posthumous 
father of the Treaty of 1930, which was to come into force when 
Iraq was admitted to the League of Nations, and to last for twenty- 
five years: (1) Britain was to have air-bases at Habbaniya, in the 
desert west of Baghdad, and at Shu’aiba near Basra, and to have the 
right to move troops and supplies across Iraq by any means. 

(2) In the event of war or the threat of war Iraq was to furnish 
Britain with all facilities and assistance, and place all means of 
communication at her disposal. 

(3) Britain’s diplomatic representative was to have precedence 
over those of all foreign Powers. 

(4) Britain would continue to give military assistance to Iraq 
and send her a military mission. Iraqi service personnel sent abroad 
for training would normally go to Britain, and when engaging 
foreign experts Iraq would give preference to British subjects. 

(5) Britain would sponsor Iraq’s admission to the League of 
Nations. 

The Treaty was ratified by a comfortable majority in the Iraqi 
parliament, and the progressive transfer of the administration to 
Iraqis was accelerated, though the High Commissioner had fre- 
quently to restrain an inclination to disregard British advice and 
cancel the contracts of British officials. When Iraq’s application 
for admission came before the League of Nations, there was some 


175 


The Clash of Political Interests 

scepticism about her fitness which was dissipated only by a British 
guarantee which stated that ‘H.M. Government have never re- 
garded the attainment of an ideal standard of administrative 
efficiency and stability as a necessary condition either of the termi- 
nation of the mandate or the admission of Iraq to membership of 
the League; nor has it been their conception that Iraq should from 
the first be able to challenge comparison with the most highly- 
developed and civilized nations in the modern world.’ Britain’s 
argument was accepted and Iraq admitted. 

In Faisal’s reign 1921-33 Iraq had no fewer than fifteen govern- 
ments, and twenty-one more in the four years 1933-36. All these 
were merely the reshufflings of a small and narrow group of 
professional politicians, well-to-do landowners and merchants, 
outside which there was no adequate class from which to draw 
responsible and public-spirited officials, and no substantial body 
of literate and informed citizens. 90 per cent, of the population was 
g rill illi terate. The government was not controlled by the Chamber 
of Deputies; instead it was the government that ‘made’ the 
Chamber, often during the mandatory period under pressure from 
the British High Commissioner. Confidential orders from the 
government to the provincial mutasarrifs were sufficient, except in 
Baghdad, to ensure the election of government candidates. In 1925 
all but four of the government candidates were returned. In 1928 
half of the twenty-two opposition deputies had previously been 
given the government coupon. Political parties were abolished 
as a sign of ‘national unity’ when Iraq became independent in 
1932, and were revived only in 1946. Nuri as-Sa’id has described 
in an interview with an Egyptian newspaper how elections to the 
Chamber of Deputies have been managed: ‘Nominations to the 
elections are arranged so as to include the names of all former 
prime-ministers, all ministers who were in office more than twice, 
the presiding officers of parliament, eminent ex-officials receiving 
government pensions, distinguished heads of communities and 
professional men, tribal chiefs, etc. These make up nearly 60 per 
cent, of the Chamber; the remainder depends for the most part on 
the will of the government in power, though such Iraqis as wish to 
put themselves forward may also submit their candidacy.’ 1 

With the diminution and ending of direct British influence the 
only check on this narrow oligarchy, in which personal interest 

1 Quoted in Middle East Times (Jerusalem), 28 February, 1946. 
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prevailed over public spirit, was that of King Faisal. When the 
constitution was first promulgated, the King announced his with- 
drawal from direct participation in the affairs of state. But as time 
passed, acting on the advice of the British authorities, he not only 
resumed his place as the executive of the state but even exceeded 
his constitutional powers. Every Prime Minister had to choose 
ministers not only prepared to deal sensibly with relations between 
Britain and Iraq, but also with the King’s personal wishes, likes and 
dislikes. As the point of balance between Britain and his people he 
had every encouragement to concentrate power within himself. 
The British used him as an instrument of their control and ‘en- 
couraged him to go beyond the strict interpretation of the consti- 
tution in order that their control might be more complete’. He 
manipulated his position adroitly to win concessions, sometimes 
encouraging the anti-British forces, and at others using his influence 
in the interests of moderation, e.g. to obtain the ratification of the 
Treaty of 1930. His influence was on the whole good. He initiated 
a scheme by which the oil-revenues were earmarked for definite 
development-projects, and favoured the settlement of the tribes, 
who still constituted about one-sixth of the total population. It is 
possible that if the King had not assumed the role of benevolent 
despot, the political system might have faltered and even collapsed 
entirely. Without his guiding influence it is probable that in then- 
impatience the people would have refused to agree to the obliga- 
tions imposed by Britain as the price of her assistance, in which 
case Britain would either have been forced to resume direct control 
or withdraw, delaying Iraq’s achievement of independence. 1 

King Faisal died in 1933, and was succeeded by his twenty-one 
year-old son Ghazi. Almost immediately on his accession the 
country was plunged into the emotional crisis of the Assyrian 
incident. The Assyrians were Nestorian Christian mountaineers 
from the region of Lake Van, whom in their original habitat the 
Commission set up by the League of Nations to inquire into the 
incident described as ‘in normal times just as truculent as the 
Kurdish tribes and no less savage’. In the Ottoman Empire they 
had been treated rather better than other Christian minorities, en- 
joying a fairly large measure of local autonomy under the rule of 
their hereditary Patriarchs. However, when the Russians invaded 
north-east Anatolia in 1915, the Assyrians rose in sympathy with 
1 Ireland, op, cit., 420 ff. 
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them as Christians. Abandoned by the Russians on the outbreak 
of the Revolution in 1917, some 20,000 fought their way south 
through the Turkish lines to join forces with the British in northern 
Iraq, losing twice that number en route. Some were now settled 
in northern Iraq and took some ‘rather drastic steps’ to clear the 
area of the existing Muslim population. In 1920 an Assyrian band 
attempted to establish a buffer-state on the Turco-Persian frontier, 
but the venture degenerated into an indiscriminate raid on both 
unfriendly and friendly Turks. In 1921 the British began to form 
the ‘Iraq Levies’ from their excellent fighting-men, as being the 
one element in the mixed population on whom they could rely for 
suppressing sporadic Kurdish risings and expelling Turkish ir- 
regulars from northern Iraq. In 1924 two companies of the As- 
syrian levies mutinied in Kirkuk, killing fifty of the Turkish 
townspeople. From this time onward their exploits were less 
remarkable, but they continued to be employed and favoured by 
the R.A.F. for their qualities as garrison-troops, and the Anglican 
Church encouraged them as a Christian minority which had 
suffered persecution and was, moreover, because of its ancient 
heresy, not protected by any other Christian church. Thus the 
patronage of Britain encouraged the young and inexperienced 
Assyrian Patriarch Mar Shimun 1 and some of their secular chiefs to 
presume too much, and to isolate themselves still further from the 
other inhabitants of Iraq. With the ending of the Mandate in 1932 
the Iraqi government was ready to settle old scores with this un- 
invited and overweening minority. A party of 800 Assyrians 
crossed the Tigris into Syria in the hope that the French would allow 
them to settle, but recrossed and destroyed an Iraqi post. The 
Iraqi main body defeated this party, with wild excitement at 
having broken the Assyrian reputation for invincibility. The same 
Iraqi troops then attacked another group of 400 Assyrians, who 
were not at all in agreement with their leaders’ hostile attitude to- 
wards the Iraqi government and had taken refuge in an Iraqi 
police-post. The Iraqis first disarmed them, and then murdered 
them in cold blood, before going on to sack and destroy twenty 
Assyrian villages and badly damage twenty more out of a total of 
sixty-four. There is little doubt that the massacre was, if not pre- 
meditated, at least arranged by the local army-officers and that 
some local civil officials must have connived at it. The news was 
1 He is now in the U.S.A. 
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received in Baghdad with savage rejoicing, as a national triumph 
over this Quisling minority. 1 

Young King Ghazi openly displayed his approval of the part 
played by Iraqi troops in this discreditable affair, decorated the 
colours of the regiments involved, and conferred on their Kurdish 
commanding-officer Bakir Sidqi the title of pasha. He thereby 
won immense popularity, which he tried to exploit for the mani- 
pulating of cabinets and governments after the manner of his 
father; but he lacked his father’s personality, and government 
degenerated into the intrigues of political cliques. Between 1932 
and 1936 cabinets rose and fell at an average of more than five a 
year. Then in 1936 Bakr Sidqi, who had in the meantime sup- 
pressed a tribal revolt with great ability and ruthlessness, advanced 
with a military force and air-support on Baghdad, demanding the 
dismissal of the cabinet ‘with which the army had lost patience’ 
and the formation of a cabinet of ‘sincere citizens’. The existing 
government had suppressed newspapers, heavily bribed tribal 
leaders to keep the peace, curbed the opposition, and dismissed 
over 300 officials, many of them highly-placed. There was a 
general feeling that the country was making no progress; but 
Sidqi’s principal grievance was that the army vote had been cut 
and that its organization was not being carried out according to his 
ideas. He was supported by many aspiring politicians who were 
out of office. In order to shake the morale of the cabinet he had 
Baghdad bombed from the air; and when the Minister of Defence, 
the honoured Ja’far al-’Askari, a veteran of the Arab Revolt, 
sought to negotiate, he had him treacherously murdered. There 
was no further opposition to the formation of a new government 
with Bakr Sidqi as military dictator. King Ghazi ‘possibly con- 
nived at, and certainly did not disapprove’ of this coup d’etat, but 
achieved no increase of power from it. The dictatorship showed 
itself no more effective than previous governments, and after the 
murder of Bakr Sidqi in 1937 constitutional government was out- 
wardly restored under the same old round of politicians. But the 
army had tasted power and sought to hold on to it, backed up by 

1 This summary of the historical background of the Assyrian incident draws 
on the following sources: 

Toynbee, The Islamic World after the Peace Conference , 483 ff. 

Sir H. Dobbs, High Commissioner of Iraq, in Gertrude Bells Letters, II, 551, 

G. Antonius, op. cit., 365 ff. 

J, Van Ess, Meet the Arabs , 152 f. 
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the young men whose imaginations and desires were kept at fever- 
heat by the Palestine Rebellion and the grievances of Syria against 
the French. 

*• * * 

In Palestine the comparatively peaceful years that followed the 
1922 White Paper were used by the two contending communities, 
not to seek an understanding with one another, but to improve 
their respective organization for further efforts, the one to estab- 
lish their conception of the National Home, the other to destroy 
it. In 1921 the government had created the Supreme Muslim 
Council as an autonomous body for the administration of 
Muslim religious properties and the direction of the Shari’a 
courts; but on to this innocuous trunk there was grafted a 
multitude of political activities by its head, that indefatigable 
schemer Hajj Mohammed Amin al Husaini, a youngish man pro- 
scribed for bus part in the 1920 Riots but pardoned and appointed 
Mufti of Jerusalem (an office hereditary in his family) by Sir Her- 
bert Samuel. The Zionist Organization, which had been recog- 
nized by Article Four of the Mandate as the ‘appropriate Jewish 
public body for the purpose of advising and co-operating with the 
Administration of Palestine, so long as its organization and con- 
stitution are in the opinion of the Mandatory appropriate’, had 
passed through some difficult years in the middle ’twenties owing 
to the inadequacy of its finances; but in 1928 Weizmann finally 
succeeded in putting through a plan for enlisting the large-scale 
financial support of American Jewry, non-Zionist and Zionist 
alike, by broadening the Zionist Organization into a Jewish 
Agency for Palestine. The constitutional change was more appar- 
ent than real, since executive powers were vested in the Zionist 
Executive with the addition of three non-Zionist members; the 
last of whom resigned in 1945; but it did have the important prac- 
tical effect, once the American financial crisis of the early ’thirties 
was passed, of placing much larger sums at the disposal of the 
Zionist movement. 

Meanwhile, there were some enthusiastic Zionists who were not 
satisfied with the pace set by their official leaders. These ex- 
tremists, who later crystallized as the Revisionist Party, so-called 
because they demanded a revision of the Mandate in favour of the 
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Zionists, had drawn up after the 1921 Riots comprehensive plans 
for an exclusively Jewish defence force to form part of the British 
forces in Palestine. The minds of these zealots were formed on a 
diet of ancient revolt — the Maccabees (whose name has been given 
to a widespread sport organization), the revolt of 66 a.d., and the 
desperate revolt in a.d. 132 of Bar Kokhba (whose memory was 
enshrined as a Zionist hero at least as early as 1899). 1 While these 
young extremists kept up their aggressive attitude, the desire of the 
Arab political leaders for independence was stimulated by the 
constitutional concessions which were obtained or foreshadowed 
in Egypt, Iraq, Transjordan, and Syria. The opposition of the two 
rival nationalisms came to a head in 1928 in the dispute over the 
Wailing Wall, that shrine of Orthodox Jewry which is yet Muslim 
property and the outer face of part of the wall of the chief Muslim 
sanctuary of Jerusalem, the Haram ash-Sharif, the third most 
holy spot in the Sunni world. While official Zionist bodies had 
given no offence, less responsible individuals among them had 
expressed their hope of ultimately winning back the Haram, the 
site of their historic Temple. The Muslims were therefore made 
even more than usually suspicious; and when some Jews began to 
encroach slightly on the status quo at the Wailing Wall they inter- 
preted it as the thin end of the wedge, and the Mufti riposted with 
vigorous and provocative counter-measures. An attempt by the 
government to bring about agreement in the matter was baffled as 
much by Jewish reluctance to give way as by the Arabs. 2 In August 
1929 there were provocative demonstrations by both Jews and 
Arabs. Meanwhile the Arabs had been whipping up fanaticism 
throughout the country, and at the end of the month there were 
massacres of Jews in all the mixed towns of the country. 133 Jews 
were killed and six agricultural settlements totally destroyed. The 
security forces in the country had been reduced to small propor- 
tions in the quiet years, and were now taken by surprise. There was 
little Jewish retaliation, though they killed seven Arabs at Jaffa 
and desecrated a mosque in Jerusalem. The Shaw Commis- 
sion, set up to investigate the causes of the riots, emphasized the 
basic conflict of the two opposing nationalisms. ‘Neither side have 
made any sustained attempt to improve racial relationships. The 
Jews, prompted by eager desire to see their hopes fulfilled, have 

1 Zionist Review, 15 September 1950, p. 20. 

2 Royal Commission Report (1937), 67. 
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pressed on with a policy at least as comprehensive as the White 
Paper of 1 922 can warrant. The Arabs, with unrelenting opposi- 
tion, have refused to accept that document and have prosecuted a 
political campaign designed to counter Jewish activities and to 
realize their own political ambitions.’ The Co mmis sion made 
four main recommendations: (1) A clear statement of policy with 
the least possible delay, including a definition of the meaning of the 
passages in the Mandate which purported to safeguard the interests 
of the ‘non-Jewish’ communities. 

(2) A revision of the immigration regulations to prevent a 
repetition of the excessive immigration of 1925 f6 which had re- 
sulted in considerable unemployment, and to provide for consulta- 
tion with non-Jewish representatives with regard to it. 

(3) An expert inquiry into the prospects of improving Arab 
agricultural methods, and the regulation of land-policy according- 
ly. 

(4) A reaffirmation of the 1922 statement that ‘the special posi- 
tion assigned to the Zionist Organization by the Mandate does not 
entitle it to share in any degree in the government of Palestine’. 

Sir John Hope-Simpson, who was sent to Palestine to conduct 
the agricultural inquiry, reported very conservatively on the ex- 
tent of lands suitable for development. He did agree that ‘with 
thorough development there will be room, not only for all the 
present agricultural population on a higher standard of life than it 
at present enjoys, but for not less than 20,000 families from out- 
side’; but pending the completion of this development he was 
opposed to the admission of any more Jews as settlers on the land, 
as tending to displace Arab cultivators. The Passfield White Paper 
of 1930, based on these two reports, restated the words used by 
Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald a few months earlier: ‘A 
double undertaking is involved, to the Jewish people on the one 
hand, and to the non-Jewish population of Palestine on the other’, 
and added that much of the recent agitation had arisen from the 
failure, both by Arabs and by Jews, to realize the limits imposed on 
British policy by this double undertaking. A new Department of 
Development was to be given control of all disposition of land, 
and land-transfers would be permitted only in so far as they did not 
interfere with that authority’s plans; any state land becoming 
available should be earmarked for the settlement of landless Arab 
cultivators. 


13 
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It came just at a time when the reconstitution of the Jewish 
Agency with substantial financial support from the U.S.A. had 
raised Zionist hopes high. Dr. Weizmann protested that the 
White Paper was inconsistent with the terms of the Mandate, and 
resigned his presidency of the Jewish Agency and the Zionist Or- 
ganization. In Britain prominent members of the Conservative 
opposition — Baldwin, Austen Chamberlain, Amery, Churchill — 
sought to make political capital out of the situation by supporting 
the Zionist complaints. ‘The public ventilation of the controversy 
was an impressive demonstration of the political power the Zion- 
ists could mobilize in England.’ Ramsay MacDonald, with the 
lack of firm resolution characteristic of the later stages of his career, 
capitulated to the Zionist pressure, invited die Jewish Agency to 
confer with the government, and eventually restated its policy to 
Weizmann in what the Arabs have nicknamed the ‘Black 
Letter’. Defining itself as the ‘authoritative interpretation’ of the 
White Paper, it declared that H.M.G. did not intend to prohibit the 
acquisition of additional land by the Jews, since this could be done 
without prejudice to the rights and position of other sections of the 
population, nor to stop or prohibit Jewish immigration. 1 

‘The first serious attempt to reduce the implications of the 
Balfour Declaration to terms compatible with our pledges to the 
Arabs had failed.’ 2 The most important feature of the White 
Paper, the control of land-transfers, was never put into effect; for 
in January 1933 the Nazis came into power in Germany and a 
steadily increasing stream of Jewish refugees began to pour out of 
that country. Meanwhile the situation of the Jews in Poland and 
Roumania, where government and unofficial pressure to get rid of 
them had grown stronger since the creation of the National Home 
had offered an outlet, was growing steadily worse. The need of the 
Jews was more widespread, and in some respects more acute, than 
in the pre-war Russian pogroms. They naturally turned to 
Palestine as the only country they could enter ‘as of right and not 
on sufferance’. Confronted with this demand for asylum the 
British government promptly pigeon-holed the Shaw Com- 
mission Report, with its admonition that the 1929 Riots were but a 
symptom of the dangerous and fundamental clash of the two rival 

1 The Political History of Palestine under British Administration (Jerusalem, 
1947), 13. 

2 Round Tahle } 1939, 463. 
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nationalisms, and tacitly admitted a new principle not provided for 
in the Mandate, that Jewish refugees from persecution in Europe 
should be admitted to Palestine in unprecedented numbers. 
While Jewish immigration from the promulgation of the Mandate 
down to 1932 inclusive had averaged 9,000 a year, it rose in 193 3 to 
30,000; in 1934 to 42,000; and in 1935 to nearly 62,000; and these 
figures do not include clandestine illegal immigrants, who 
amounted to thousands per year. Immigrants from Poland con- 
tinued to constitute over 40 per cent, of the total; but those from 
Germany, who had been negligible before 1929 and under 4 per 
cent, of the total in 1932, quadrupled themselves. Official esti- 
mates showed that by 1935 the Jewish population had more than 
doubled itself since x 929 and now amounted to one-quarter of the 
total. Statistical calculation demonstrated that if the rate of immi- 
gration of the last three years were allowed to continue, the Jewish 
population would equal that of the Arabs by 1952. 

It was not surprising that in these circumstances the Arab nation- 
alist leaders felt little sympathy for the persecuted Jews of Europe, 
failed to understand why their small country should be the 
principal asylum for them, and treated the nullification of the 1930 
White Paper as a British breach of faith. As the Mufti later put it, 
‘We have had so many commissions; so much has been recom- 
mended by them in our favour; and what is the result? Over 
60,000 Jewish immigrants in one year.’ 1 Arab terrorists began to 
murder Jews, uproot their trees, maim their cattle, and herdsmen 
squatted on blocks of land to obstruct their sale to the Jews. The 
rapid increase of Jewish immigration in 1933 was followed by 
violent Arab attacks on government policy, alleging that its de- 
liberate purpose was ‘to drive the Arab nation away from its home- 
land’. Demonstrations against the government in several towns in 
October 1933 led to the deaths of twenty-six Arab civilians and one 
policeman. Meanwhile the Jewish Revisionists, who demanded 
the opening of Palestine and Transjordan to, not thousands but 
millions of Jewish immigrants, were becoming more extreme in 
their opposition both to Government and to the Jewish Agency, 
and were generally believed to have been responsible for the 
murder of Dr. Arlosoroff, a leading member of the Agency. In the 
following year Sir Herbert (now Lord) Samuel wrote, ‘Everyone 
in Palestine agrees that the economic development is astonishing; 

1 Humphrey Bowman, Middle East Window , 335. 
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no one thinks that the political situation shows any appreciable 
improvement.’ In the summer of 193 5, with Jewish prospects in 
Poland worse and in the rest of Central and Eastern Europe no 
better, the Zionist Congress recorded its resolve ‘to focus the 
energies of the Jewish people on the extension and acceleration of 
its resettlement in Palestine’. In November the five Arab parties, 
in an atmosphere of extreme political excitement stimulated by 
hopes of progress towards independence in neighbouring Arab 
countries, presented the High Commissioner with three main 
demands: (1) The establishment of democratic government; 
(2) the prohibition of land-transfers from Arabs to Jews; 1 (3) the 
immediate stopping of immigration. 

The High Commissioner was authorized to announce that an 
Ordinance was to be enacted prohibiting the sale of land unless the 
owner kept a sufficient amount to provide for his family, and to 
offer the two communities a scheme for the constitution of a 
Legislative Council, in which the proportion of unofficial members 
was, as in the 1922 proposal, weighted somewhat against the Mus- 
lims and in favour of the Jews and Christians. The Council was not 
to be competent to question the validity of the Mandate, and the 
High Commissioner would be able to override the Council in 
certain circumstances. While the Arab leaders did not reject the 
proposal outright, the Zionist Congress denounced it as ‘contrary 
to the spirit of the Mandate ... at the present state of the develop- 
ment of Palestine’, i.e. as long as the Jews were in a minority. In 
Britain both Houses of Parliainent showed strong opposition, 
partly on general considerations of its inadvisability and partly 
because of die likelihood thatitwould operate to the disadvantage of 
the National Home. The Zionist press hailed the attitude of Par- 


1 Arab nationalist appeal at no time had sufficient moral force to bring about, 
in the absence of legal sanctions, an effective voluntary refusal to sell lands 
to the Jews. 'Those who sold land, almost all at good prices, fell roughly into 
three classes: the landlord, very often an absentee, the sale of whose land raised 
the problem of ejected tenant occupiers; the industrious peasant, who sold part 
of his land and worked up the remainder on his profits; and the type who sold 
all his land at prices beyond his dreams of avarice, and who failed to use the 
substance thus acquired in a way that would keep himself and his family ’ (Great 
Britain and Palestine, 1915-45 , 57). The Jewish Agency generally paid com- 
pensation to the uprooted tenants, in addition to the purchase-money. Rumour 
added that the Jewish organizations made it worth the while of Arab money- 
lenders holding mortgages on land to foreclose and sell to them at a handsome 
profit, and that Arab lawyers prominent in the nationalist movement were not 
above acting as brokers in land- transfers. Such venal Arabs were from time 
to time murdered by extremists. 
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liament as ‘a great Jewish victory’, and indeed the debates were a 
‘striking illustration of the disadvantage which the Arabs suffer 
whenever the field of controversy shifts from Palestine to the 
United Kingdom’. 1 The Arabs interpreted the abandonment of 
the proposal as proof that they had no constitutional means of 
resisting their political subordination to the Jews who, at the 
present peak of immigration, would be in a majority within 
twelve years. It must have seemed to them, encouraged by the 
increase of violence in the whole world since the Japanese invasion 
of Manchuria four years before, that their only salvation lay in 
armed insurrection. Disturbances in mid-April 1936 began on a 
scale hardly greater than had been customary in recent months : two 
Jews were murdered by Arab bandits; on the following night two 
Arabs were murdered near ajewish town, as an act of reprisal as the 
Arabs believed; the funeral of one of the murdered Jews led to 
angry Jewish demonstrations and a series of assaults on Arabs in 
Tel Aviv; excited by false rumours that Arabs had been killed 
there, Arab mobs in Jaffa murdered three Jews. At tills moment an 
Arab National Committee proclaimed a general strike throughout 
the whole country until their demands of the previous November 
were met, and set up the Arab Higher Committee composed of all 
Arab parties. The strike was effective, and was accompanied by 
assaults on Jews and much destruction of Jewish trees and crops. 
The British government announced its intention to send out a 
Royal Commission to ‘investigate the causes of unrest and alleged 
grievances’ of both communities. Meanwhile Arab violence and 
sabotage increased, and armed bands appeared in the hills; among 
them were volunteers from Syria and Iraq. Attempts by the Amir 
Abdullah of Transjordan and Nuri as-Sa’id, then Foreign Minister 
of Iraq, to mediate between the Arab leaders and the government 
came to nothing. The activities of the Arab bands increased in 
scope and magnitude, they were joined by trained guerilla leaders 
from outside Palestine, and sabotage to communications became 
frequent and systematic. There were a few acts of reprisal by Jews, 
but they were quickly checked by their own authorities; and the 
government acknowledged the self-restraint of the Jewish com- 
munity in the face of great provocation by enrolling nearly 3,000 
as supernumerary constables and authorizing the acquisition of 
rifles as an addition to the permitted arms held in the Jewish settle- 
1 Royal Commission Report , 92 . 
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ments. The British forces were reinforced to a total of about 
20,000, and it became clear that the rebels could not long hold out. 
The civilian strikers were tiring of incurring financial losses, and 
the prospect of not participating in the profits of the impending 
orange season was an additional reason for calling a halt. In 
October, therefore, the strike was ended, the armed bands dispersed, 
and the Commission began its work. In all, eighty Jews and twenty 
eight British had been killed; the total Arab death-roll has been 
estimated at 800. 

The Royal Commission’s Report, published in July 1937, 
has been justly described as ‘a great State Paper . . . direct, out- 
spoken, incisive, showing remarkably sympathetic understanding 
both of the Zionism of the Jews and the nationalism of the Arabs’. 
After a penetrating analysis of the causes of the antagonism between 
them, it reached the conclusion that the promises made to Jews and 
Arabs were irreconcilable and the Mandate in its existing form 
unworkable. It therefore proposed the radical solution of a surgical 
operation, dividing the country into a Jewish and an Arab state, 
with a small residuary enclave fromjaffa to Jerusalem left in charge 
of the Mandatory. The proposed frontiers would have given the 
Jewish state (in addition to rounding off their existing holdings in 
the coastal plain, the plain of Esdraelon, and the upper Jordan 
valley) the whole of Galilee, which contained thirty times as many 
Arabs as Jews. It would have included initially 225,000 Arabs, or 
almost a quarter of all the Arabs in Palestine. The Jews would have 
had a precarious majority of 53.4 per cent.; but it was recom- 
mended that a part of the large Arab minority should be resettled, 
either voluntarily or compulsorily. 1 If, however, the Mandate were 
to be continued in its existing form, the High Commissioner 
should be empowered to prohibit the transfer to Jews of land in 
certain areas, and to subject immigration to a ‘political high level’ 
which should be 12,000 per year for the next five years. 

The Zionist Congress authorized its Executive to enter into 
negotiations with the British government ‘with a view to ascer- 
taining the precise terms for the proposed Jewish state’. Ben 
Gurion, chairman of the Executive, explained to the press, ‘The 
debate has not been for or against the indivisibility of Eretz Israel. 
No Zionist can forego the smallest portion of Eretz Israel. The 
debate was over which of two routes would lead quicker to the 
1 p . 391, para. 43. 
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common goal’; and Dr. Weizmann, defending the non-inclusion 
cf Southern Palestine within the proposed Jewish frontiers, re- 
marked, ‘It will not run away/ 1 The Arabs, supported by the 
neighbouring Arab states, rejected the partition plan entirely, and 
asserted their right to independence in the whole of Palestine with 
an immediate stopping of Jewish immigration and land-purchase. 
The state of security deteriorated, and the Acting District Com- 
missioner for Galilee and his police-escort were murdered by Arab 
terrorists; he was widely considered to have been one of the 
principal authors of the partition scheme. The Mufti was dis- 
missed from his presidency of the Supreme Muslim Council; the 
Arab Higher Committee and all national committees were dis- 
solved; and five prominent Arab leaders were deported. Jamal al- 
Husaini escaped to Syria, and the Mufti absconded in disguise to 
Beirut. But Arab terrorism increased, and some Jewish extremists 
also began to resort to terrorism, in spite of the restraint previously 
commanded by the Zionist leaders. In 1938 armed Arab gangs 
found a footing in all the main towns and rebel bands openly 
dominated the smaller towns. Communications were everywhere 
sabotaged. While heavy concentrations of British troops alone 
preserved a semblance or order in the northern and central parts of 
the country, Jerusalem and the south passed for a time entirely out 
of control. The active rebels probably amounted to no more than 
1,000-1,500, split up in small bodies and mixed among peaceful 
citizens; but they had the sympathy and protection of a large part 
of the Arab population. Under the direction of the Mufti and the 
remnants of the Arab Higher Committee from outside Palestine, 
the Husaini faction carried on by intimidation and murder their 
traditional feud against the Nashashibi faction, the so-called moder- 
ates. In 1938 5,700 major actsof terrorism were recorded; casualties 
increased to fifteen times the figure for 1937; those killed included 
sixty-nine British, ninety-two Jews, 486 Arab civilians, and 1,138 
armed Arab rebels. S ome 1 00 Arabs were convicted by the military 
courts and hanged. Meanwhile the Woodhead Commission, sent 
out to prepare a detailed scheme of Partition, reported that it was 
unable to recommend any plan whatever: it was impossible to give 
the Jews a workable area without leaving an unfairly large Arab 
minority and the bulk of the Arab-owned citrus areas in the Jewish 
state, while the residual Arab state would not be economically self- 
1 Barbour, op. cit., 184 f. 
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supporting. They therefore suggested a scheme of economic 
federalism, by which the Mandatory would determine the fiscal 
policy for Arab and Jewish areas which would be otherwise 
autonomous. The British government then invited representatives 
of the Jewish and Arab communities and of the neighbouring Arab 
states, who had shown themselves increasingly concerned in the 
Palestine question in the past two years, to a Round-Table Con- 
ference in London early in 1939. Both parties rejected new British 
proposals, and the government was eventually left to announce a 
new policy in May 1939, when Hitler had occupied Czechoslovakia 
and the war-clouds were visible even to the most complacent eye. 

The 1939 White Paper proposed to create an independent Pales- 
tinian state in treaty relations with Britain at the end of ten years. 
75,000 Jewish immigrants were to be admitted in the first five 
years, after which further immigration was to be dependent on 
Arab consent. The High Commissioner would have powers to 
regulate or prohibit the transfer of land. The Paper ‘declared un- 
equivocally that it was not part of. Government’s policy that 
Palestine should become a Jewish State, regarding it as contrary to 
their obligations to the Arabs under the Mandate’. 

The Zionists furiously condemned the White Paper as an out- 
rageous breach of faith, claiming that it denied them the right to 
reconstitute their National Home in Palestine. Since its publication 
their vituperation of the Paper never lessened, 1 and they studiously 
refrained from acknowledging how essential it was for.Britain at 
this time to end the conflict with the Arabs of Palestine, and avert 
one with those of the neighbouring countries, in view of the 
impending World War. 

The British parliament received the White Paper with little 
enthusiasm. The Labour opposition naturally opposed it whole- 
heartedly, and it was also strongly attacked by such strong im- 
perialists as Churchill and Amery, presumably because they re- 
garded a strong Jewish community as a better ally than the fickle 
Arabs. 

In June the seven members of the Permanent Mandates Com- 
mission reported unanimously to the League Council that the 

1 Gershon Agronsky, the so-called moderate editor of the Palestine Post 
expressed the hope that the report of the Anglo-American Committee of 
Inquiry of 1946 would ‘roll away the perfidy of the monstrous White Paper, a 
creature of funk spawned by a government dominated by a passion for appease- 
ment*. (Palestine Post, 2 May, 1946). 
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White Paper ‘was not in accordance with the interpretation 
which, in agreement with the Mandatory Power and the Council, 
the Commission had placed upon the Palestine Mandate’. It also 
considered whether the Mandate ‘might not perhaps be open to a 
new interpretation which . . . would be sufficiently flexible for the 
policy of the White Paper not to appear at variance with it’; and 
the majority of four to three declared that ‘they did not feel able 
to state that the policy of the White Paper was in conformity with 
the Mandate, any contrary conclusion appearing to them to be 
ruled out by the very terms of the Mandate and by the fundamental 
intentions of its authors’. The minority, consisting of the repre- 
sentatives of Britain, France, and Portugal, considered that ‘exist- 
ing circumstances would justify the policy of the White Paper, 
provided the Council did not oppose it’. The outbreak of the 
Second World War prevented the Council from discussing the 
White Paper, which thus remained de facto in force. Nevertheless 
the Zionists continued to defend their opposition to it by the 
pretence that the disapproval of a majority of one of the Mandates 
Commission automatically rendered the White Paper illegal; this, 
although the Commission had no veto over the proposals of a 
Mandatory, but only the power to advise the League Council. The 
Mandatory could hardly afford to mark time without a policy till 
the end of the War. Indeed, as Dr. James Parkes, who cannot be 
accused of lacking sympathy for Zionism, has commented, the 
White Paper was not, ‘as it might appear to be, a violent reaction 
against the policies of previous British governments. . . . From the 
moment when the Balfour Declaration stated that the rights of the 
existing population would be safeguarded, it was evident that no 
final solution was possible while these rights, as the population 
itself understood them, were ignored. The Arabs of Palestine 
stated their objection to the Declaration quite openly on the first 
occasion on which they were able. They have never wavered from 
that position. . . . This being so, then the only possible sequence of 
events was one in which the original encouragement given to the 
Jews was steadily whittled down in the face of Arab intransigence.’ 1 

★ ★ ★ 

In Syria, after the suppression of the Rebellion of 1925/26, the 
French civilian High Commissioner made a genuine attempt to 

1 op. cit., 63. 
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allow the Syrian ‘moderate’ politicians to draw up a constitution. 
A draft was produced in 1928, but the High Commissioner ob- 
jected to certain articles deemed to infringe the rights of France, 
and one which insisted on the political unity of Greater Syria. 
After many attempts to reach a compromise, the High Com- 
missioner dissolved the Assembly in 1930, promulgating a con- 
stitution by his own act. Elections under this constitution were 
held in 1932, and negotiations begun for a Franco-Syrian Treaty 
modelled on the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1930. But again no com- 
promise could be, found between French interests and the national- 
ist demands for a limitation in time and location on the French 
garrison and the inclusion in Syria of the governments of thejebel 
Druze and Latakia; and again in 1934 the High Commissioner 
suspended the Chamber ofDeputies sine die. 

In 1936, after nationalist disorders causing sixty deaths had ex- 
torted from the French permission to send a deputation to Paris, 
the Front Populaire government came into power in France and 
immediately showed a more sympathetic attitude towards the 
Syrian demands, with the result that agreement was reached on a 
Draft Treaty closely modelled on the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty. It was 
to last for twenty-five years. There would be a close alliance 
between France and Syria, and France would support the admission 
of Syria to the League of Nations. The governments of Jebel 
Druze and Latakia would be annexed to Syria, but have special 
administrations. France would have two air-bases, and maintain 
troops in the districts of Jebel Druze and Latakia for five years. 
Syria wpuld provide all facilities required by the French forces. 
France would be represented by an ambassador taking precedence 
over the representatives of all other powers. The existing monetary 
parity between the two countries would be maintained, and Syria 
would normally recruit foreign advisers and officials from France. 
A similar draft treaty was agreed between France and the more 
compliant Lebanon, the main difference being that no limitations 
were placed on the size or locations of the French forces there. 

A government of the National Bloc party was elected in Syria, 
and exiled nationalists returned. ‘It seemed as if the country were 
entering upon a new period of national construction under leaders 
whose patriotic energy had only been strengthened by disappoint- 
ment, imprisonment and long years of exile . . . but the next two 
years saw the collapse of these hopes.’ The Turkish government, 
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which had agreed in 1921 to the inclusion under the French man- 
date of the sanjaq of Alexandretta with its large Turkish minority 
on condition that it had a special regime, now objected to its sub- 
jection to an inexperienced Arab nationalist government of Syria. 
A League of Nations Commission was set up in 1937 to supervise 
the election of a local assembly with seats allotted proportionately 
to the different communities. This placed the Turks in a difficult 
position since the population estimates showed only about 39 per 
cent. ofTurkish-speakers; but if every elector should be ‘presumed 
to be a member or the community to which he declared himself to 
belong’, and if the Turks could obtain control of the police and the 
electoral machinery, a Turkish majority might be obtained. The 
Commission finally gave way to the Turkish demand for registra- 
tion by declaration, apparently fair, but in reality opening the door 
wide to intimidation; the British representative on the Commission 
immediately resigned in protest. But since the Turks were still not 
assured of their majority, they brought pressure to bear on the 
French, who were anxious to preserve Turkey’s friendship as an 
offset to Fascist Italy’s threatening behaviour in the Mediter- 
ranean. A Franco-Turkish Treaty of Friendship in June 1938 per- 
mitted Turkish troops to enter the Sanjaq ‘to assist the French in 
maintaining order’. The electoral Commission abandoned its 
work, accusing the French of systematic efforts, by means of 
arrests and other forms of intimidation, to deprive the non-Turkish 
majority of its freedom of voting. The Turkish troops marched in, 
and the final electoral lists only showed the Turks as constituting 
63 per cent, of the total. A cabinet consisting entirely of Turks was 
formed. Finally, in June 1939, with France’s need of Turkish sup- 
port becoming greater as the shadow of impending war grew 
larger, she made a Declaration of Mutual Assistance with Turkey, 
in which Turkey was allowed to annex the Sanjaq. 1 

Meanwhile there was unrest in the Jebel Druze, the Latakia 
district, and the Jazira, where there were strong separatist move- 
ments among the minorities. Undoubtedly some of the inexperi- 
enced Syrian officials appointed by the Damascus government had 
acted hastily and irresponsibly in their efforts to bring about the 
political assimilation of these minorities, but on the other hand the 
separatists were encouraged by some French officials on the spot, 
anxious to create difficulties for the Syrian government. 

1 It was renamed Hatay (‘Hittite-land’). 
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But worst of all for the Syrian government, the Draft Treaty of 

193 6 had to face a formidable and growing weight of opposition in 
France. Besides those who were genuinely concerned over the 
future of the Christian minorities under a predominantly Muslim 
administration, there were others whose opposition to the tend- 
ency towards Syrian independence was less disinterested; and their 
influence on French policy was greater after the fall of the Front 
Populaire government. Moreover, the growing tenseness of the 
international situation made the French increasingly reluctant to 
weaken their strategic position in the Levant. Towards the end of 
1938 the French Foreign Minister assured the Syrian Prime 
Minister, in return for new guarantees of French and minority in- 
terests, that the Treaty would be ratified before 31 January 1939; 
but a month later he yielded to the opposition of the Foreign 
Afiairs Commission, and announced that the government did not 
intend for the present to ask parliament to ratify. Six months of 
deadlock between the nationalists and the French followed; and in 
July 1939 the High Commissioner once more suspended the Syrian 
constitution and appointed a council of directors to rule under his 
own orders. Separate administrations were re-established in the 
Jebel Druze, the territory of Latakia, and the Jazira. 

★ ★ ★ 


Thus, while the twenty-one years that elapsed between the two 
Wars raised the Middle East as a whole out of the stagnation in 
which it had lain under the Ottoman Empire, and appreciably im- 
proved its economic and social conditions under European tute- 
lage, the progress made towards political self-determination had 
by no means come up to the aspirations of the nationalist forces. 
Egypt and Iraq had achieved national sovereignty, though with 
important limitations in the field of foreign afiairs, and subject to 
the presence of British garrisons on their soil; the Syrian national- 
ists had continually been frustrated of their hopes, most sharply in 
the last year when sovereignty seemed within their grasp; and 
whatever economic and social progress the Arabs of Palestine had 
made under the Mandate, their political status had been markedly 
worsened by the rapid increase in the Jewish immigrant com- 
munity, for whose sake Palestine was subjected to crown-colony 
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government with no direct authority for Arab politicians arid no 
opportunity for men of talent and ambition to rise higher than very 
secondary positions in the administration. The states which had 
achieved full political independence were those on the outer edge 
of the Middle East: Turkey, Persia, Sa’udi Arabia, Yemen, under 
their autocratic rulers Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, Riza Shah, Ibn 
Sa’ud, and the Imam Yahya; 1 * * and even these, in ascending order, 
were hampered in their dealings with greater Powers by their 
economic weakness and the social backwardness of their peoples. 

1 Imam Yahya of the Yemen was murdered in a rising of 'progressive 5 

elements in February, 1948; but the Crown Prince Ahmed succeeded in re- 

asserting his authority in the following month. 
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The Second World War and After f ipjp — 50 f 

T he denial of independence to the Arab populations of 
Palestine and Syria had created intense feeling against 
Britain and France, not only in these countries but among 
the politically-conscious younger generation in Egypt and Iraq 
also. In all these countries the rapid extension of a superficial 
education along Western lines had greatly widened the cleavage of 
opinion which naturally exists between middle-aged parents and 
their adolescent offspring. The young men resented the fact that 
political power in their own countries remained in the hands of the 
elderly, who were slow to admit the claims of the young to parti- 
cipate. The nationalists of the older generation had organized the 
young students and secondary-schoolboys for political agitation 
against the inhibiting Western imperialisms in such movements as 
the Wafdist Blueshirts in Egypt; and now the young men were 
themselves forming new extremist organizations which exalted 
the principle of devotion to a Leader on distinctly Fascist lines. 
Among such extremist organizations were the Misr al-Fatat or 
Young Egypt, also known as the Greenshirts, founded by the 
lawyer-demagogue Ahmed Husain; the Syrian National Party, 
founded by Antun Sa’ada, which drew its membership mainly 
from Lebanese who desired reunion with Syria; the Syrian League 
of National Action; and the Arab Club of Damascus, founded by 
a young dentist educated in Germany. In Iraq especially the great 
influence of the Army in public affairs, which reached a peak under 
the dictatorship of Bakr Sidqi but remained important down to 
the outbreak of war, stimulated the youth to the formation of 
extreme nationalist organizations run on militarist lines. 

The Axis Powers were not slow to exploit this favourable situa- 
tion. It appears that they had reached an agreement that the 
Levant and Egypt fell within the Italian sphere of interest, while 

1 See the writer's study, The Middle East in the War, in the series Survey 
of International Affairs , 1939-1946. 



The Second World War and After 195 

Iraq anil Persia should come under the influence of Germany. 
From 1935 Radio Bari devoted itself through its broadcasts to in- 
citing the Arab world against Britain, especially over the raging 
question of Palestine. The Italians had built up a powerful pro- 
paganda organization in Egypt, working under the auspices of the 
Italian Legation and through the medium of the 60,000 Italian 
inhabitants of the cities of Lower Egypt, who were brought under 
the aegis of the Fascist organizations; there can be no doubt that 
they were also used to spy on British activities. Having completed 
the conquest of Abyssinia in 1936, Italy proceeded to build up her 
strategic position against Britain in the Southern Red Sea. She 
fortified the port of Assab in southern Eritrea and, by playing on 
the suspicions of British policy in Aden in the mind of the Imam of 
the Yemen, persuaded that conservative monarch to admit into his 
country an Italian medical mission which was a convenient cover 
for anti-British propaganda and espionage. During the Palestine 
Rebellion both the German Protestant (Templar) colonies and 
some Italian Catholic orders extended their protection and 
material help to the Arab rebels, and some arms and money 
were smuggled in to them from the Axis Powers. 1 In 1938 the 
German radio took over from the Italians the broadcasting of anti- 
British propaganda in Arabic. In Iraq the German Minister, Dr. 
Grobba, was assiduous and open-handed in cultivating the young 
nationalists. Germans played cleverly on the Persians’ hatred of 
both Britain and Russia and flattered their boundless vanity by 
emphasizing their Aryan origins. German propaganda films were 
provided free, and were believed to have amounted to 40 per cent, 
of all films shown in Persia. The Lufthansa obtained permission 
to land at Tehran on their Berlin-Tokyo route. Persian students, 
like those of the Arabic-speaking countries, were tempted by low 
fees to finish their studies in German universities; and in 1939-40 
a number of German university lecturers and directors of tech- 
nical institutes were imported into Persia. Leading Nazi person- 
alities, such as Goebbels, Schacht, General von Blomberg, and 
Baldur von Schirach, paid official visits to Middle Eastern capitals. 

In spite of this propaganda campaign the immediate reaction 
of the Middle Eastern countries to the outbreak of war was not 
unsatisfactory to Britain and France. Egypt and Iraq immediately 

1 Though the extent of this aid has probably been exaggerated by Zionist 
propaganda. (Barbour, op. cit., 192; Great Britain and Palestine , 1915-45, 119). 
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broke off diplomatic relations with Germany; the Arab Rebellion 
in Palestine, already in its dying struggles, ceased with the arrival 
of a cavalry division and other troops in the autumn of 193 9; and 
the Syrian nationalists were firmly repressed. The months of the 
‘Sitzkrieg’, however, confirmed the idea, already prevalent in 
Middle Eastern political circles, that this war between European 
powers was none of their business. The German invasion 
of France, the entry of Italy into the war, and the capitulation 
of France, leaving the small British forces in the Middle East 
denuded of the support of the 100,000 French troops in the 
Levant States, brought the war to the threshold of the Middle 
East in one bound. By this time the Allied disasters of that 
dreadful summer and the isolation of Britain had not surpris- 
ingly shaken the confidence of the Middle Eastern politicians 
in her ability to survive. In Iraq the reckless Prime Minister 
Rashid Ali al-Qilani and four ambitious colonels nicknamed 
the ‘Golden Square’ awaited an opportunity, while a shadow- 
cabinet of Palestinian extremists was directed by die hostile 
Hajj Amin. Freya Stark vividly describes how she encoun- 
tered the Mufti in his hotel and saw ‘little good, and certainly 
nodiing disinterested in that face. ... He sat there all in white, 
spodess and voluminous, wearing his turban like a halo; his eyes 
light, blue, and shining, with a sort of radiance, like a just-fallen 
Lucifer’. 1 In these circumstances the Iraqi government refused to 
break off diplomatic relations with Italy; and as the Battle ofBritain 
raged, ‘the highest military authorities were openly broadcasting 
to the Iraqi people that their army and air-force had the glorious 
mission of renewing the heroic days of the Arab conquests and the 
Crusades, and of liberating the oppressed brethren of Syria and 
Palestine from the servitude imposed on them by Europe and the 
Jews’. 2 

In Egypt the British Embassy and military audiorities had 
reason to suspect the Prime Minister Ali Mahir, son of that 
Mahir Pasha whom Cromer had caused to be removed from 
office as Under-Secretary for War as ‘a bad adviser, a cause of strife, 
and an obstacle to harmonious co-operation’ between Britain and 
the yomig Khedive Abbas II. 3 Following in his father’s footsteps, 


1 East is West , 143. 

* Round Table, 1941, 705. 

3 Lord Cromer, Abbas 11, 50-59. 
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Ali Mahir had acquired great influence over the young King 
Faruq, who since his accession in 1936 had taken growing offence 
at the authority and the personal attitude to him of the British 
Ambassador Sir Miles Lampson (now Lord Killearn). 1 It now 
appeared that the Prime Minister was actively encouraging the 
King to adopt a policy of reinsurance with the Axis Powers in view 
of the impending defeat of Britain, and he resisted British requests 
for the breaking-off of diplomatic relations with Italy. Such 
conduct in a country so vital for her imperial strategy could 
not be tolerated in this crisis of British fortunes; and in June 
1940 pressure was exerted to obtain the dismissal of Ah Mahir’ s 
cabinet and its replacement by one more ready to co-operate. 
That the British suspicions were not without grounds was 
demonstrated some months later, when the columns advancing 
into Cyrenaica in Wavell’s push captured on an Italian general a 
highly secret letter addressed by the G.O.C. British Troops in 
Egypt to the Egyptian Minister of Defence and discussing the 
del fence of the Siwa Oasis, which had been entrusted to an Egyptian 
unit. The British authorities concluded that the Italians had 
obtained the letter before the departure of the Italian Legation 
staff, and accordingly suspected AH Mahir and his ‘inner cabinet’ — 
Salih Harb, the Minister of Defence, and Aziz AH al-Misri, the 
Chief of Staff— of being responsible for the leakage. The Egyptian 
authorities subsequently held an enquiry which purported to 
vindicate these persons, claiming that it was not established 
whether the leakage had occurred on the British or the Egyptian 
side. 

Although Egypt did not declare war against the Axis, her army 
did assist in the defence of the Western Desert and in the anti- 
aircraft defence of the Canal Zone and the cities of Egypt; and in 
April 1941, stimulated by General Wavell’s winter success in 
routing the Italian armies in Cyrenaica with a force only a fraction 
of their size, the Egyptian government accepted British representa- 

1 The remarks of Lord Lloyd on the relations between Lord Cromer and 
Abbas II apply with curious exactness to those between Lord Killearn and King 
Faruq fifty years later.* ‘There was a considerable school of thought which held, 
and not without some justification, that the Khedive was what he was largely 
because of the method which Cromer had used towards him. It was argued that 
at his accession Abbas’s position vis-&-vis the overshadowing position of the 
great Consul-General had been one of great difficulty for a young and sensitive 
ruler, and that by no means enough had been done to help and encourage him.’ 
(, Egypt since Cromer , I, 71 f.) 


*4 
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tions that the consulates of such neutral, but unfriendly Powers as 
Japan, Hungary, Roumania and Bulgaria in such strategic centres 
as Alexandria, Port Said, and Suez were nests of espionage, and 
closed them down. 

But the easy optimism engendered by Britain’s swift liquidation 
of the grandiose Italian African empire in 1 940/1 was soon to be 
rudely awakened. In April 1941 Germany struck at the Balkans 
and in one month overranjugoslavia and Greece; at the same time 
Rommel and his Afrika Korps came to the help of the routed 
Italians in Libya and drove the British forces, depleted for the 
Greek campaign, back from the Gulf of Sirte to the Egyptian 
frontier. In Iraq, where the Golden Square and Rashid AH had 
suffered a temporary reverse in an attempted coup d’etat in January, 
the incitement of the Mufti and his followers to a breach with 
Britain had been supported by the propaganda of the German 
Armistice Commission sent to the Levant States after the French 
collapse. Directed by Baron von Hentig, who had been a member 
of the German mission to Afghanistan in the First World War, it 
disposed of large sums of money and won the support ofsome of the 
Arab extremists in Syria. It apparently sent emissaries to the Mufti, 
who was in receipt of subsidies from the Axis through the Italian 
Minister in Baghdad. Early in April the invasion of Greece 
seemed to the conspirators in Baghdad to be the signal for their 
rising. How could Britain, represented in Iraq only by a small air- 
force and by a ‘gentle, pleasant, and optimistic’ ambassador with no 
previous experience of the Middle East, resist them? They over- 
threw the flabby existing government, reinstated Rashid Ali as 
Prime Minister, and sought to secure the person of the Regent for 
the boy-King Faisal II; he was however safely smuggled away by 
the American Minister. After this coup the Golden Square hesi- 
tated, since German help was not yet forthcoming. The newly- 
appointed British Ambassador, Sir Kinahan Cornwallis, with 
twenty years’ experience of the Iraqis, seized this opportunity to 
secure the landing in Basra, under the terms of the Anglo-Iraqi 
Treaty, of Indian troops to reinforce the Middle East. When a 
second contingent arrived, the Iraqi government, encouraged by 
the German successes in Greece and Libya, demanded that the first 
contingent should leave Iraqi territory before the second dis- 
embarked. The British authorities refused to comply. On x May 
the Iraqi army invested the British air-base at Habbaniya with some 
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fifty field-guns, while detachments seized the pumping-stations 
on the oil-pipeline to Haifa. By all normal rules Habbaniya should 
have fallen; but after four days’ fighting the R.A.F. assisted by their 
Assyrian and Kurdish Levies succeeded in driving back the Iraqis, 
and were reinforced by a small motorized column, including the 
Arab Legion of Transjordan, hastily got together in Palestine and 
rushed across the desert. The Iraqis now appealed to Germany for 
help; but Hitler had decided that major operations to expel Britain 
from the Middle East must wait till after the launching of the in- 
vasion of Russia, now in an advanced state of preparation. The 
Germans were held up in Crete, whose conquest took them 
eighteen days instead of the two on which they had counted; and 
they could spare their Iraqi allies only one hundred aircraft. This 
was insufficient, and the Golden Square had failed to win the sup- 
port of the apathetic Iraqi people. On 29 May, the British forces, 
still far inferior in numbers to the Iraqis, had reached the outskirts 
of Baghdad. Rashid Ali and his ministers, the Golden Square, 
the Mufti and his shadow-cabinet all decamped in haste, some 
to Persia, and some to Aleppo and eventually through Turkey to 
Axis Europe. An armistice was concluded on 3 1 May. Britain, 
pressed back on Egypt and Palestine by this apparent pincer- 
movement of the Axis and its sympathizers, had fought back and 
won in the first great testing-time of the Middle East campaign. 
Beyond ensuring the establishment of a friendly government, she 
imposed no punitive terms on Iraq; but proceeded to attack the 
Vichy French in Syria, who had in their impotence harboured for 
many months the spies and propagandists of the Axis Armistice 
Commission, and had recently allowed German aircraft to 
refuel on Syrian airfields on their way to Northern Iraq, and 
material supplies to travel to Iraq by the Syrian railways. The 
Vichy French fought back grimly against the British and Free 
French, but by mid-July they were forced to capitulate, and under 
the Lyttleton-De Gaulle Agreement a Free French government 
was i n stalled in the Levant States, British forces being free to oper- 
ate there for the duration of the war. Meanwhile Hitler had invaded 
Russia. One of the only two routes by which contact between 
Russia and Britain could be established was through Persia, where 
the Germans had been steadily building up their staffs of tech- 
nicians and spies during the past six months. A joint Anglo- 
Russian demand that the Persian government should expel them 
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met with the rash reply that Persia alone would decide what 
foreigners to expel. The response to this was the joint Anglo- 
Russian invasion of Persia in August. The greater part of the 
Persian army was kept back by Riza Shah to overawe the unruly 
tribes who hated his tyrannical rule, and what was available was 
no match for the invading forces. Before September was out the 
avaricious old Shah had been forced to abdicate in favour of his 
young son. Russian and British troops occupied the northern 
and southern parts of Persia respectively, and the Trans-Iranian 
Railway and road-systems were extensively used for the supply 
of American and British munitions and supplies to Russia. The 
political situation was regulated by the Anglo-Soviet-Persian 
Treaty of 1942, whereby Persia gave the Allies full wartime 
facilities, and they undertook in return to withdraw their troops 
within six months of the end of hostilities. Nevertheless the 
sympathies of most politically-minded Persians remained with the 
Axis, and some officials continued during 1942 to intrigue with 
the German agent Franz Mayr, who had escaped when the 
Germans in Persia were rounded up for internment. 

The Middle East political barometer continued to fluctuate with 
the changing strategic situation. By January 1942 the disasters of 
Pearl Harbour and Singapore, and the second British retreat in 
Cyrenaica before Rommel’s forces, gave new encouragement to 
her enemies. In Egypt the government of Husain Sirri had since 
1940 co-operated loyally; but having no majority backing in par- 
liament its life was precarious and its policy correspondingly ir- 
resolute. Faced in the autumn of 1941 with a growing tide of pro- 
Axis and anti-British propaganda, in which the powerful and ex- 
tremist Ikhwan al-Muslimin or Muslim Brotherhood organization 
played a prominent part, it acceded to British representations by 
arresting its leader Hasan al-Banna, only to release him a few days 
later, apparently under pressure from the Palace, which was 
believed to have been generously subsidizing him. A month later 
the breaking-off of diplomatic relations with Vichy France at 
Britain’s request caused the resignation of the Foreign Minister, 
again apparently the victim of royal displeasure. In January 1942 
the failure of the Egyptian authorities to break the black market 
and ensure a proper distribution of bread in Cairo coincided with 
the military disasters referred to above, and promoted a wave of 
anti-British feeling, with students marching down main streets 
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shouting ‘We are Rommel's soldiers’. For some time the British 
Embassy and military authorities had been coming to the con- 
clusion that a stronger government in Egypt was necessary to 
secure the military position, and that this could only be secured by 
bringing back the Wafd, which had recently been growing restive 
in opposition. King Faruq, however, who had dismissed Nahhas 
from office in 193 7 and was reported to be on the worst of personal 
terms with the Wafd leader, refused to accept him as Prime 
Minister and was believed to be intending to call on Ali Mahir, 
whom the British authorities obviously could not accept as Prime 
Minister. The young King was obstinate, and eventually on 
the evening of 4 February the British Ambassador and the 
G.O.C. British troops in Egypt found it necessary to present the 
King with an ultimatum: accept Nahhas or leave the country. 
The King yielded, the Wafd returned to office and easily secured 
its position in a general election. Though within a month the 
party’s secretary, the capable but difficult Copt Makram Ubaid, 
and several of his supporters had seceded, apparently as the result of 
a personal difference with Nahhas, the Wafd government loyally 
co-operated with Britain in the anxious days of june-July 1942, 
when the Eighth Army was forced back from beyond Tobruk to 
the prepared position of al-’Alamain, only seventy miles west of 
Alexandria. In this second great military crisis of the Middle East 
campaign, faced clearly with choosing for Britain or the despised 
Italians, the Egyptian government and people stood firmly behind 
Britain. There was none of the prophesied sabotage and little anti- 
British propaganda; the only incidents were that two or three 
Egyptian Air Force pilots absconded to the enemy lines, and that 
the veteran Aziz al-Misri 1 was detected in intrigue with two 
ineffectual German spies who had been introduced into Cairo via 
the Western Desert, and was interned for his pains. Arab Asia like- 
wise, though apathetic towards the outcome of the war, did not 
choose or dare to stab Britain in the back in the perilous days of al- 
’Alamain and Stalingrad; and in Persia the intriguing Franz Mayr 
could only dream of the day when he would raise Persia against 
the British, and meanwhile scribble in his diary of ‘those three 
great strategists — Rommel, Von Bock, and myself’. 

As the year of trial and danger 1942 drew towards its dose the 

1 He had attempted to join the Iraqis in the putsch of May, 1941, but his air- 
craft was forced down ignominiously when only ten miles from Cairo. 
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picture changed. Montgomery was advancing from al-’Alamain 
and the Russians from Stalingrad. The movement had begun 
which did not stop till the remnant of the Africa Korps sur- 
rendered at Cape Bon in May 1943 . The German spies, saboteurs, 
and propagandists who continued to operate against the Middle 
East from their embassy and consulates in Turkey achieved 
nothing. In Tehran the British security authorities brilliantly 
captured two parties of German parachutists who had been sent 
to reinforce Franz Mayr, and eventually secured the surrender of 
Mayr himself and the remnants of his little band by the tribesmen 
among whom he had taken refuge. Apart from British plans for 
invading the Greek islands, the Middle East campaign was at an 
end; and the region could revert to its normal condition of 
political inflammation, exacerbated by its suppression during 
the war. 


★ ★ ★ 

In Palestine the Arab Rebellion was already petering out during 
1939, and in October of that year the Mufti and his entourage of 
extremists, no longer tolerated by the French in the Levant States, 
took refuge in Baghdad, from where his influence over the rebel- 
lion-weary Arabs of Palestine declined. It was hardly to be ex- 
pected that the Arabs would take an active part in the war against 
the Axis, since many of them felt that Axis conquest would at least 
free them from the Zionist incubus, and few had much reason to 
feel any loyalty to Britain. On the other hand, they gave little 
trouble, their attitude remaining essentially neutral. The Jewish 
authorities pressed for permission to raise forces on a Jewish- 
national basis, but the government resisted this as it was unwilling 
to concede the principle of Jewish, as opposed to Palestinian 
nationality. Separate Jewish sub-units were, however, per mi tted 
from the start; the urgent need for man-power prompted further 
concessions; and the process culminated in 1944 in the creation of 
thejewish Brigade with its distinctive Zionistcolours. But while the 
Zionists co-operated whole-heartedly in the struggle against 
the Nazis, they continued to oppose the hated White Paper. In 
February 1940 the issue of the Land Transfer Regulations, denying 
Jews the right to acquire land in the greater part of Palestine, came 
as a severe blow to them, since they had hoped that the White 
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Paper policy might, owing to the war, never be put into effect. 1 
They organized country-wide demonstrations with arson and 
some bomb incidents, but their co-operation in the war-effort 
nevertheless continued. Even the Revisionists concurred in this 
policy, and only a small fanatical dissident group of the latter, led 
by one Abraham Stern, and alleged to have contacts with the 
Italian Fascist government, continued their implacable terrorist 
antagonism to the Mandatory. 

What continued to excite the whole Jewish community to still 
more furious protest, even with Palestine threatened with enemy 
invasion, was the insoluble question of immigration. The Manda- 
tory had been compelled to limit this severely, having regard to the 
extreme sensitivity to this vital question of the Arabs, whose 
neutrality, both in Palestine and the neighbouring countries, it was 
essential to maintain during the war. All that the Jews saw was that 
thousands of their kin were thus denied a refuge in Palestine from 
the appalling Nazi terror in Europe; and in their horror and 
despair they were blind to the difficulties of the British government. 
The first strain came in 1940 with a succession of illegal immigrant 
ships from Europe, well organized on the Zionist side and en- 
couraged by the Nazis, who saw in them a means of embroiling the 
British with the Arabs. The Patria , chartered to remove nearly 
2,000 illegal immigrants from Palestine to Mauritius, was actually 
blown up in Haifa harbour by Jewish terrorists, causing 268 deaths 
among its helpless Jewish passengers. Another ship, the Struma , 
was held up in 1942 off Istanbul while the British and Turkish 
governments negotiated over its disposal. Before this was con- 
cluded the Turks ordered the vessel to return to a Black Sea port. 
She blew up and sank with over 750 Jewish refugees; it was 
suggested that they also had been made the objects of a political 
gesture of despair or defiance. 

These events caused a hardening of Zionist feeling in Palestine 
and an increased resort to terrorism. Abraham Stern had been 
shot in a gun-fight with the police, but some of his followers es~. 
caped from prison and continued the terror. The Revisionist Irgun 
Zvai Leumi (National Military Organization), which had actually 
assisted the British forces during the Iraq campaign of 1941, once 

1 Since the publication of the White Paper they had acquired twenty-five square 
miles of land in the area which the new Regulations closed to them, and the 
Colonial Secretary stated that he feared further unrest among the Arabs if land- 
restriction were not enforced. 
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more resumed its terrorist activities. Moreover, the official 
Zionist organization, under the leadership of David Ben Gurion 
and encouraged by the Zionists of the U.S.A., pleasantly remote 
from the realities of the Middle East problem, became more ex- 
acting and unequivocal in its demands, and in 1942 adopted the 
Biltmore Programme (drawn up, significantly, in New York). It 
demanded: 

(1) The establishment of Palestine as a Jewish commonwealth. 

(2) A Jewish army. 

(3) Unlimited immigration, placed under the control of the 
Jewish Agency, which should also have authority for the develop- 
ment of unoccupied and uncultivated lands. 1 The Zionist under- 
ground army, called Hagana (self-defence), became more active. 
This organization traced its beginning to the self-defence organiza- 
tion formed by young Jews in Russia at the time of the pogroms of 
1 903. 2 It was transplanted to Palestinian soil before the First 
World War in the form of an organization of armed watchmen to 
guard the agricultural settlements from Arab attack. The British 
military authorities gave it tacit recognition and some arms during 
the Arab Rebellion of 193 <5-9, when Wingate’s ‘Night-Fighters’ 
were organized from its ranks. Again in the perilous days of 1941-2 
the Army recognized it as a home-guard in case the Germans broke 
through to Palestine. It now numbered some 60,000 young men 
and women, drawn principally from the settlements, who clan- 
destinely carried out periodical training and military exercises. 
Some of the young Jews called up since the outbreak of war by the 
National Council of Palestinian Jews (Vaad Leumi) for national 
service were directed into the Hagana, and the thousands of Jews 
who were directed by the Zionist authorities into service in the 
British Middle East Forces continued to be under the clandestine 
orders of the Hagana high command. Information was now re- 
ceived for the first time of the Palmach, a crack force selected from 
the Hagana, permanently mobilized for shock-troop action, and 
numbering some 2,000 strong. The exigencies of the war brought 
the Palmach also into association with British specialist organiza- 


1 One of the foremost leaders of the principal Jewish party in Palestine, the 

Mapai labour party, explained to the Arabs in a book of essays, ‘We shall be 
ready not to be your foes, and even to support your aspirations for indepen- 
dence, provided von cease diet 1 — u ■ v .'“ provided you recognize Palestine as 

a Jewish State/ (Quoted h> 1 V v *. Foreign Affairs , 1943, 240). 

2 Palestine Post , 25 June i 946- 
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tions, and some of its members were given commando training for ■ 
action against the Germans. Many of the Palestinian Jewish troops 
in the Middle East Forces were employed in supply and ordnance 
companies along lines of communication and in base areas, 1 an 
admirable situation for the smuggling of arms to Palestine, to 
which they resorted on a large scale under Hagana direction. The 
organization of this 'underground railway’ was excellent; there 
was no lack of funds and transport; and corruptible Allied and 
British soldiers were drawn into the racket. The difficulty of 
supplying the Middle East Forces by the dangerous and slow long- 
sea-route round Africa had caused the British military authorities to 
give contracts to Palestinian Jewish concerns for the manufacture 
of small-arms, including mortars, which they produced with effi- 
ciency; but these arms also found their way to the armouries of the 
Hagana. These were well-constructed underground caches, mainly 
in the collective settlements, though the search of Tel Aviv in 
July 1946 revealed arms-caches in the basements of the Great 
Synagogue and of a school. Ostensibly the Hagana’ s purpose 
behind all this arming and drilling was the self-defence of the 
Jewish community against Arab attack, such as had occurred before 
the war; but the Zionist leaders made it clear that the self-defence 
of the community included resistance to any limitations placed on 
immigration or land-purchase, i.e. resistance to the obnoxious 1939 
White Paper on all points. The reports of the accumulation of 
illicit arms were so frequent that late in 1943 two settlements were 
raided by military and police in order to search them. At Ramat 
ha-Kovesh the police met with furious resistance from both men 
and women with missiles and boiling water; and the brigadier in 
charge of the military party, who had had wide experience of civil 
disturbances in various parts of the world, declared that he had 
never seen anything to compare with the ferocity of the villagers. 
It was not for nothing that Ben Gurion had exhorted the Jewish 
youth to prepare themselves for the fighting which would fall to 
their lot at the end of the war. 

During 1944 Jewish terrorism increased, in spite of the indefinite 
extension of the now-expired five-year period in which the final 

1 Which did not prevent an American Revisionist from building up a myth 
that ‘At one time 40 per cent, of Alexander’s effectives were Jewish boys from 
Palestine. They formed the intrepid desert scouts on which Alexander relied 
for much of his intelligence. ... It was a Jewish contingent which held Tobruk 
during the siege/ (W. B. Ziff, The Rape of Palestine (New York, 1946), 111.) 
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75, ooo Jewish immigrants allowed by the White Paper might come 
in. Now that the war had receded from the Middle East, the 
Zionists were free to begin an all-out campaign against the White 
Paper policy of strictly limited immigration and land-purchase, 
and their demand was now for a Jewish State into which any Jew 
who wished might enter freely. The Irgun Zvai Leumi made an 
unsuccessful attempt to kidnap the High Commissioner; and the 
Stern Group went one better by murdering in Cairo the British 
Minister-Resident, Lord Moyne, who, they believed, had as 
Colonial Secretary obstructed the admission into Palestine of 
Jewish refugees from the Axis terror. This murder came as a great 
shock to the Jewish Agency, who evidently feared drastic action 
against the whole community; and they made an offer to the 
British military authorities to co-operate in rounding up the 
terrorists. This co-operation produced some results over a number 
of months: a number of suspected terrorists were arrested and in- 
terned, and as late as June 1945 the Agency gave the authorities 
information which assisted in the detection of a terrorist plot to 
bombard with delayed-action mortars the King David Hotel, the 
headquarters of the British forces and the government secretariat. 
But mis liaison between the Agency and the British was subse- 
quently discontinued, perhaps because it was found that the 
Agency was exploiting it as a means of furthering its own sub- 
versive purposes. 


★ ★ ★ 


At the outbreak of war the French had suspended the Lebanese 
constitution and, there and in Syria, dissolved a number of 
extreme nationalist organizations believed to be in sympathy with 
the Axis, sentencing some of their members to long terms of im- 
prisonment. The majority of politically-minded Syrians, like their 
brethren in Palestine, decided that there was nothing to choose 
between oppression by a democracy and that exercised in the 
name of Fascism; and consequently the general attitude towards 
the war was one of apathy and scepticism towards both sides, 
though some flirted with the Axis Armistice Commissions and 
a few committed themselves more deeply. 

On the first day of the Allied invasion of the Levant States in 
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1941, the Free French General Catroux proclaimed that he had 
come to put an end to the mandatory regime and declare Syria and 
Lebanon free and independent. But the Free French reluctantly 
allowed nationalist exiles to return; they made no constitutional 
concessions beyond a formal declaration of independence; and the 
Syrian and Lebanese governments were filled with French puppets. 
There was no change in the methods, and little change in the per- 
sonnel, of the French administration. In the spring of 1943, how- 
ever, the French permitted the holding of elections, which resulted 
in Syria in an overwhelming victory for the National Bloc led by 
Shukri al-Quwwatli, and in Lebanon for a complete defeat of the 
French-supported Lebanese separatists led by Emile Edde. The 
elections were thus a signal defeat for the French, and it was to be 
expected that the new governments would not be slow to attack 
the French limitations on their independence. The French Com- 
mittee of National Liberation, the acting French government in 
Algiers, insisted, however, that no radical changes could be made 
without the approval of the League of Nations, which had author- 
ized the original mandate, or its successor; and that any concessions 
by France depended on the conclusion of treaties recognizing her 
special position and interests. It was indeed difficult for the French 
Committee, which still had to justify to the forty million French- 
men under German occupation its claim to speak in the name of 
France, to sign away at this stage any of the hard-won and jealously- 
guarded rights of France in the Levant; and it was equally hard for 
the two nationalist governments of Syria and Lebanon to admit 
any further limitation of the sovereignty for which they had 
struggled for a generation. The first challenge came from the 
Lebanese government led by Riyad as-Sulh, which in November 
1943 unanimously voted amendments to the constitution throwing 
off all French limitations upon its sovereignty. The French Delegue- 
General responded by suspending the constitution, arresting the 
Lebanese president and the majority of the cabinet, and appointing 
the pro-French Emile Edde as head of the state. The townspeople 
proclaimed a general strike, there were bloody clashes with 
French troops in Beirut and elsewhere, and two ministers who had 
escaped arrest began to organize their retainers in the mountains 
into armed bands. The British government declared that it re- 
garded the Lebanon as ‘of vital importance to the war-effort both 
as an operational base and from the point of view of communica- 



208 A Short History of the Middle East 

tions’ and was therefore ‘directly concerned in any threat of a 
breakdown of law and order’. It accordingly brought pressure 
upon the French to release and reinstate the imprisoned president 
and ministers. Having reluctantly and sulkily accepted the in- 
evitable, the French did transfer many services to the new govern- 
ments, and by the end of 1944 the only important attribute 
still withheld was the control of the locally-recruited Troupes 
Speciales, which was, however, of particular importance for 
Syrian and Lebanese prestige. The French made these concessions 
with an ill grace, and they execrated the British Minister, Sir 
Edward Spears, and his staff for their unconcealed sympathy with 
the nationalists. 

Sir Terence Shone, who succeeded Sir Edward Spears early in 
1945, made every effort to improve relations between the French 
and the local governments and bring negotiations to a satisfactory 
conclusion. But the French demanded the right to maintain bases 
and troops in both countries, apparently imagining that time had 
stood still since 1936. Immediately upon VE-day French war- 
ships began to arrive at Beirut and disembark troops. The Syrian 
nationalists immediately assumed that military pressure was about 
to be exerted on them; the French declared that the troops were 
merely to replace others who were being repatriated; the British 
made every effort to dissuade the French from disembarking 
them at this delicate juncture, but De Gaulle, now installed in 
Paris as head of the provisional government, was characteristically 
obstinate. 1 The situation deteriorated rapidly, riots and fighting 
occurred in the principal Syrian cities, and on 29 May the French 
repeated their exploits of twenty years earlier by bombarding 
Damascus with aircraft and field-guns. Next day the British 
military authorities received instructions to intervene and restore 
order. As long as the war with Japan continued, Britain could 
not allow the security of her line-of-communications to be 
threatened by anti-European disorders which might spread to 
other Middle Eastern countries. The French commander sulkily 
complied with a British order to cease fire and confine his troops 
to barracks, and order was restored. Relations between Britain 
and France were very strained, the French again accusing the 

1 The French were faced at this moment by a local rising in Algeria in which 
110 French citizens were massacred, and several thousand Muslims killed in 
the subsequent reprisals. 
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British of having deliberately and consistently abetted the nation- 
alists against them in order to oust France from her position in the 
Levant. In December 1945 the two Powers agreed to consult on 
the regrouping and evacuation of French and British troops. 
Since, however, it was envisaged that they should remain in 
Lebanon until U.N.O. had decided on the organization of collec- 
tive security in this region, and since the agreement entailed 
British recognition of French ‘interests and responsibilities’ in the 
Levant, the Syrian and Lebanese governments appealed in Febru- 
ary 1946 to the Security Council for the immediate withdrawal 
of the foreign troops from both countries. Britain and France 
accepted an American compromise-resolution expressing confi- 
dence that the troops would be withdrawn as soon as practicable 
and that negotiations to that end should be undertaken without 
delay. The evacuation of Syria was completed in April, and that 
of Lebanon by the end of the year. French and other journalists 
did not cease to insinuate that the Franco-British rivalry in the 
Levant continued, and the mischief-making innuendos reached 
a climax during the series of military coups d'etat in Syria in 1949. 

★ * ★ 


Throughout the war the Jewish Agency had kept up an intense 
and effective propaganda-drive among the British and Allied 
forces in Palestine, sparing neither effort nor expense in providing 
them with organized hospitality of every kind, encouraging them 
to spend their leave in the collective settlements, and demon- 
strating the high idealism and devotion and the material progress 
and efficiency of the National Home, to say nothing of its ability 
to get on with the ordinary Arabs ‘if they were not incited against 
us by the effendis and British officials’. When visitors were in a 
settlement, its few ‘tame’ Arabs were paraded for inspection, of 
course with a Jew to interpret. 1 While this propaganda was 
variously directed to all interests, imperial, commercial, liberal, and 
socialist, the demonstration of the collective settlements and of the 
large part played in the life of the community by the liistadruth 
trades-union organization appealed particularly to Socialists, 

1 The stage-management of the fellahin sometimes broke down, with revealing 
results; cf. R. H. S. Crossman, Palestine Mission , 157 f. 
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especially the serious-minded, rather naive young men with a 
secondary-school education who were numerous among the 
junior officers and N.C.O.s of the British wartime army. 

Consequently, the Zionists were greatly encouraged by the 
coming to power injuly 1945 of the Labour party, whose executive 
had only six months before declared its support for unlimited 
Jewish immigration, the Arabs being ‘encouraged to move out as 
the Jews move in’. But the new government, shocked by the 
plunge into the responsibilities of office, was not stampeded into a 
precipitate change of official policy. While three months passed 
without any statement from London, Dr. Moshe Sneh, the 
‘security member’ of the Agency Executive, proposed in Septem- 
ber to its London office ‘that we cause one serious incident. We 
would then publish a declaration to the effect that it is only a warn- 
ing and an indication of much more serious incidents that would 
threaten the safety of all British residents in the country, should the 
government decide against us. . . . The Stern Group have ex- 
pressed their willingness to join us completely on the basis of our 
programme of activity. This time the intention seems serious. If 
there is such a union, we may assume that we can prevent inde- 
pendent action by the Irgun Zvai Leumi.’ 1 This revealing docu- 
ment demonstrated collusion on a high level between the Agency 
Executive and the terrorist organizations whose activities they 
always officially deplored and declared themselves powerless 
to prevent. How long this collusion had been going on, it is at 
present impossible to say, but the phrase ‘this time’ implies that it 
was nothing new. The London office gave their approval to the 
proposed operation, Weizmann himself evidently being a party 
to what was afoot. 2 On the night of 31 October-i November, 
the Palmach blew up the railways in 153 places, completely dis- 
rupting die system, and destroyed three police launches used for 
intercepting illegal immigrants. The Irgun Zvai Leumi attacked 
the railway-yards atLydda, and the Stern Group attempted to blow 
up the Haifa oil-refinery. The Agency signalled to its London 

1 Palestine, Statement on Information relating to Acts of Violence (Cmd. 6873, 
July 1946). On the publication of this White Paper the Jewish Agency made a 
perfunctory denial of its authenticity; but there can be no doubt of the genuine- 
ness of the intercepted Jewish Agency telegrams which it publishes in extenso. 

2 Bernard Joseph, acting head of the Agency Political Dept., to London, 
10 October 1945: ‘If Hayyim meant us only to avoid a general conflict, not 
isolated cases, send greetings to Chill for the birth of his daughter.’ Shertok, 
head of the Political Dept., duly replied with this code-phrase two days later. 
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office: ‘The activities have made a great impression. The authori- 
ties are bewildered . . . and are waiting for instructions from 
London.’ The British government had meanwhile come to the 
conclusion that in determining a post-war policy for Palestine the 
collaboration of the U.S.A. must be sought, since both political 
parties in that country had courted the Jewish vote in the president- 
ial election of 1944 by pledges of support for the full Biltmore 
Programme, and President Truman had in October 1945 called 
upon the British government to open the gates of Palestine im- 
mediately to 100,000 displaced Jews in Europe. Britain, with her 
reduced power and authority in the world, could not afford to 
continue to have American opinion irresponsibly directed 
against her over Palestine. Accordingly on 13 November the 
Foreign Secretary announced that it had been agreed to set up a 
joint Anglo-American Committee of Enquiry, ‘to examine the 
position ofjews in those countries in Europe where they have been 
the victims of Nazi persecution . . . and the political, economic and 
social conditions in Palestine as they bear upon the problem of 
Jewish immigration and settlement therein, and the well-being of 
the peoples now living therein’. 

The Zionists immediately denounced the Foreign Secretary’s 
statement, which had been accompanied by some blunt comments 
on their recent conduct. A protest strike throughout Palestine was 
ordered, and in Tel Aviv Jewish hooligans set fire to government 
buildings. On 12 December the Inner Zionist Council announced, 
‘The policy to which the British government pledged itself in the 
Balfour Declaration and the Mandate sprang from the recognition 
that the Jewish problem can be effectively solved only by the 
greatest possible concentration ofjews in Palestine and by the 
restoration of Jewish nationhood. . . . The Jewish Agency . . . up- 
holds the right of every Jew impelled by material or spiritual urge 
to settle in Palestine. . . . The Jewish people . . . will spare no effort 
or sacrifice until the restoration of the Jewish Commonwealth of 
Palestine has been achieved.’ As if to add point to this challenge, 
the Irgun Zvai Leumi a fortnight later blew up the C.I.D. H.Q. 
in Jerusalem, killing seven police and soldiers, while two more 
were killed in simultaneous attacks in Jaffa and Tel Aviv. Sum- 
moned to Government House, Ben Gurion and Shertok declared 
that the Agency completely dissociated itself from these murderous 
attacks and expressed their profound sorrow at the loss of life. 
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"But/ they stated, ‘any effort by the Agency to assist in preventing 
such acts would be rendered futile by the policy pursued in 
Palestine by H.M. Government, on which the primary responsi- 
bility rests for the tragic situation created in the country. It was 
difficult to appeal to the Yishuv (the Jewish community) to observe 
the law at a time when the mandatory government itself was con- 
sistently violating the fundamental law of the country embodied in 
the Mandate/ 

The Anglo-American Committee of Enquiry began its hearings 
in Washington in January, proceeded to London and Europe, and 
held its hearings in Jerusalem in March. During this period there 
was a slackening of terrorism, though there was another combined 
operation in February, the Palmach blowing up the R. A.F. radar- 
station at Haifa and attacking camps of the Police Mobile Force, 
while the Irgun and the Stern Group attacked airfields and dam- 
aged aircraft to the value of a million pounds. The illicit periodical 
of the Hagana, now exalted to the title of Jewish Resistance Move- 
ment*, boasted, £ The first warning of i November by the Jewish 
Resistance was disregarded, and the whole Yishuv has been com- 
pelled to carry out a second warning/ 

With some difficulty in reconciling the British and American 
points of view, the Committee of Enquiry produced a unanimous 
report on x May. Its effect on British readers was one of dis- 
appointment at a series of platitudes and palliatives and evasions of 
a clear-cut decision. 

It turned down proposals for partition in favour of a continuation 
of the mandate ‘until the hostility between Jews and Arabs dis- 
appears* (Arts. 3 and 4). 100,000 immigration certificates were to 
be immediately granted for Jews who had been the victims of 
persecution, and their admission to Palestine pushed forward as 
rapidly as conditions permitted; Palestine alone could not meet the 
immigration needs of the Jewish victims; but immigration was to 
be promoted under suitable conditions, while ensuring that the 
rights and position of other sections of the population were not 
prejudiced*. (Arts. 2, x , 6.) While the Land Transfer Regulations 
were to be replaced by the free purchase and lease of land, the 
Jewish National Fund ban on the employment of non-Jewish 
labour was to be prohibited. (Art. 7.) Art. 8 indirectly criticized 
the Zionist proposals for a Jordan Valley Authority* which would 
dispose of the waters of the Jordan and its tributaries without 
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reference to the governments of Transjordan and Syria from 
whose territories an important part of this water is derived. 1 
Finally Art. 10 recommended that it should be made clear to both 
sides that any attempts at violence would be resolutely suppressed: 
‘furthermore, we express the view that the Jewish Agency should 
at once resume active co-operation with the Mandatory in the 
suppression of terrorism and illegal immigration, and in the 
maintenance of law and order’. 

The Arab reaction to the Report was a protest against the 
modification in favour of the Zionists of the 1939 White Paper 
which, though they had received it with coldness at the time, they 
had now come to regard as the palladium of their national aspira- 
tions. They demanded the abrogation of the Mandate, the with- 
drawal of British troops, and the establishment of an Arab demo- 
cratic state, and threatened to appeal to Russia for support. The 
Zionists characteristically selected from the Report and publicized, 
as being the whole Report, those Recommendations which suited 
them, and were completely silent about those that they found in- 
convenient. They were in fact prepared to accept the Report as a 
first instalment, but no more, of progress towards their Jewish 
State. 

The British Prime Minister told the House of Commons that the 
Report would be considered as a whole in all its implications. It 
was clear from the facts presented regarding the illegal armies 
maintained in Palestine that it would not be possible to admit 
100,000 immigrants unless and until these formations had been dis- 
armed and their arms surrendered. It was essential that the Agency 
should take an active part in the suppression of terrorism. The 
Government wished to ascertain to what extent the Government of 
the U.S.A. would be prepared to share the additional military and 
financial responsibilities. 

The Zionist leaders were furious at the suggestion that they 
should agree to the ‘liquidation of the Community’s defences’, 
and in spite of their recent collusion with the terrorists reverted to 
their constant pretension that terrorism was but ‘the acts of an 
irresponsible few’. 2 The American President and people, who 
had clearly imagined that their responsibility for Palestine was 

1 cf. M. G. lonides, irrigation in Palestine*, The World To-day, III (1947), 
188 ff. 

2 Palestine Post leading article, 2 May 1 946. 
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ended with the publication of the Committee’s report, were em- 
barrassed by the challenge that they should share the burden of 
imposing tie proposed new policy on the country. In June the 
President was advised by his cabinet to accept an invitation from 
London to send representatives to discuss the new problems it 
raised. 

On the night of 16-17 June the Palmach attacked the frontier 
communications of Palestine, destroying five road- and four rail- 
bridges, and doing damage estimated at .£250,000. The illicit 
Zionist broadcasting-station accepted full responsibility on behalf 
of the ‘Resistance Movement’ for the renewal of its activity ‘as 
a result of the delaying policy of the British government’. 1 It was 
clearly time to put an end to the campaign of ‘vilification, incite- 
ment,’ and violence’ pursued by the Zionist leaders. On 2 9 June 
the military occupied the Jewish Agency building and arrested 
prominent Zionist leaders, including Shertok and the Canadian- 
Jewish lawyer Bernard Joseph who was his political second-in- 
command; Ben Gurion was away in Europe. Many Palmach 
commanders were interned, and a whole series of well-furnished 
arms-caches discovered in the settlement of Yagur, a Palmach 
headquarters. 

While conversations between the American cabinet mission and 
the British experts were in progress, shortly after mid-day on 
22 July the Irgun blew up a corner of the King David Hotel, killing 
ninety-one persons, mainly Arab and Jewish civil-servants. 2 
The horror of this outrage had not passed away when the British 
government announced on 31 July that the Anglo-American 
Experts had produced a federal Plan for dividing Palestine into 
two main autonomous provinces, Arab and Jewish, broadly 
managing their own affairs, including the control of immigration 
‘so long as the economic absorptive capacity of a province was not 
exceeded’. 

While the Arab States accepted the British government’s 


1 Action had already been threatened a month previously in a broadcast 

‘delivered at the request of Shertok’. (The July 1946 White Paper, quoting a 
Jewish Agency telegram.) . , r , . 

2 The high command of the Hagana were accessories betore the tact to 
this outrage and continued their liaison with the I.Z.L. high command after it, 
according to Menachem Begin: The Revolt , pp. 213-26. 
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invitation to a conference to discuss the details of this plan, the 
Palestine Arabs, encouraged by the well-timed escape of the Mufti 
from France to Egypt, 1 refused to attend the conference unless 
they were given a free choice of their representatives, including the 
Mufti. The Jewish Agency Executive decided that ‘it could not 
participate in any discussions based on the Federal Plan, since it 
would deprive the Jewish people of its right under the Mandate in 
85 per cent, of Western Palestine; 2 it did not provide genuine 
self-government; and it did not secure freedom of Jewish immi- 
gration and settlement’. It would, however, be prepared to parti- 
cipate ‘if the establishment of a viable Jewish State in an adequate 
area of Palestine were the purpose of the discussion’. This Viable 
Jewish State’ was later defined as consisting of the whole of 
Galilee and the coastal plain (as proposed by the Royal Commis- 
sion’s Partition Plan of 1937), plus the Southern District with, if 
possible, a continuous boundary connecting them, the whole to 
comprise 65 per cent, of the total area of Palestine. Describing this 
as a ‘supreme sacrifice’, the Zionist official spokesman obligingly 
added that ‘the Arabs would be allotted the central plateau’, and 
suggested that the Christian Holy Places should be handed over to 
an international regime of the Churches. 3 

While these parleys with Zionists and Arabs were going on, the 
British authorities in Palestine had to deal with the rising flood of 
unauthorized Jewish immigration by sea from Central and Eastern 
Europe, where the desperate Jewish survivors of the Hitler terror 
had, since the collapse of Germany, been encouraged by a con- 
certed barrage of Zionist propaganda to expect and demand im- 
mediate admission to Palestine, and were further impelled by 
pogroms in Poland and Hungary. Jewish troops in the Allied 
armies and other Zionist agents acting under the direction of the 
Jewish Agency had skilfully organized escape-routes to the 
Mediterranean coast, and purchased or chartered ships for their on- 
ward voyage to Palestine. Most of the liberal funds for these 
operations came from Zionist organizations in the U.S.A., which 

1 No doubt with the connivance of some French officials. 

2 The proposed extent of the Jewish province approximated to that of Plan B 
of the Palestine Partition Commission (1938), roughly restricting the Jewish 
area to the status quo but taking in some small Arab enclaves. 

3 Palestine Post , 25 October 1946. 
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conducted their appeals for subscriptions quite openly in the press. 1 
The British government stated that ‘food, clothing, medical 
supplies, and transport provided by U.N.R.R.A. and other 
agencies for the relief of suffering in Europe were diverted to this 
“underground railway to Palestine” The majority of the immi- 
grants selected by the Zionist authorities were young men and 
women, to swell the population of the agricultural settlements and 
the ranks of the Hagana. By mid-August there were sufficient un- 
authorized immigrants in camps in Palestine awaiting legalization 
to fill the monthly quota of 1,500 for three months ahead, and 
thousands more were reported to be on the way. The government 
therefore resolved to transfer all unauthorized immigrants arriving 
after 1 1 August to Cyprus. This policy was received with angry 
demonstrations and invective by the Zionists. Within a fortnight 
two attempts were made to sabotage the ships used for the trans- 
portation to Cyprus. The Zionists decided to raise ^100,000 for 
the furtherance of immigration ‘regardless of the illegal White 
Paper restrictions which would doom the National Home to 
stagnation’; they had previously always pretended that the exodus 
from Europe was entirely a spontaneous, unorganized affair. 2 

The London Conference opened in the presence of representa- 
tives of the Arab States, but without either the Arabs or the Jews of 
Palestine. The Foreign Secretary was reported to have stated that 
the government was not prepared to consider any solution which 
disregarded the presence of an organized community of 600,000 
Jews who insisted upon their political rights as a group or the neces- 
sity for Palestine to contribute to a solution of the refugee-problem. 
The Arabs, on the other hand, would propose only the creation of 
an independent state offering equal rights for all citizens perma- 
nently resident since 1939 and those acquiring citizenship after 
that date; freedom of education for the Jews and the use of Hebrew 
as an official language; but complete stoppage of Jewish immi- 
gration and the retention of the existing Land Transfer Regula- 
tions, with no modification of these two provisions except with the 

1 Even subscriptions for the terrorist organizations were exempt from American 
income-tax as ‘charitable’ donations, 

2 The claim that the National Home would stagnate without a high level 
of immigration went to confirm the Arab fear that under the government’s 
Federal Plan or under Partition the Zionists would pack their territory with 
settlers who, at a suitable occasion, would spontaneously invade the Arab 
territory. By the end of May 1947 the number of Jews in the Cyprus camps 
was nearly 15,000 or ten months’ quota. 
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consent of the majority of the Arabs in the legislature. Meanwhile, 
the government carried on parallel negotiations with the Agency 
with a view to resolving the deadlock, and after the Inner Zionist 
Council had issued an appeal to the Yishuv to isolate the terrorists 
and deny them all support, the government on 5 November re- 
leased the detained Jewish leaders. The effect of this clemency was 
only to increase the wave of terrorism; and during the entire year 
more British personnel, military and civil, were killed by the 
terrorists than in any single year of the Arab Rebellion, the total 
being seventy-three against the 1938 peak-figure of sixty-nine. 
The total casualties of all nationalities from political unrest were 
212 killed and 428 injured. 

The terrorist campaign ceased, however, as if by magic with the 
opening in December of the twenty-second World Zionist Con- 
gress, in the elections for which in Palestine the Revisionists had 
scored a remarkable success, being second only to the Mapai 
(Labour) party. However, the Yishuv had only 21 per cent, of all 
the seats at the Congress, while the American Zionists held first 
place with 32 per cent. The prevailing mood of the delegates was 
an extreme one, the great majority of the American Zionists being 
united with the Revisionists in demanding a Jewish State in the 
whole of Palestine. Weizmann appealed to the Congress to work 
for an understanding with Britain for a Jewish state in 'an adequate 
part’ of Palestine. He warned them that they were faced with the 
alternatives of slow progress or the destruction through terrorism 
and counter-measures of all they had gained in twenty-nine years, 
and that he could not continue to remain their president if the 
Congress saddled the Executive with an unworkable policy. How- 
ever, the Congress resolved by 171 votes to 154 that the Movement 
should not participate in the resumed London Conference unless 
they received immediate concessions in the all-important matter 
of immigration; and on 7 January 1947 Shertok told a press- 
conference that since the Agency’s compromise-offer of the 
previous autumn had met with no response from the British, it 
now stood for an independent Jewish state in the whole of Pales- 
tine, guaranteeing equal rights to the Arabs, but aiming at attaining 
a numerical majority as soon as possible by the introduction of 
700,000 immigrants. 

Terrorist activity was resumed in the New Year. On 1 2 January 
the Stern Group attempted a bomb-outrage comparable with the 
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King David disaster against the Haifa police compound, killing 
five persons and injuring thirty-four. The Vaad Leumi passed a 
resolution repudiating murder as a means of political resistance. 
It condemned the intimidation of the Jewish community by the 
terrorists, their impairing of ‘national discipline’ and their claim 
‘to decide when or where the struggle of the Jewish people should 
be waged’. Asked, however, at a press-conference whether the com- 
munity was called on to intervene if the terrorists attacked the 
British, an Agency spokesman admitted that ‘from the text of the 
resolution that would not appear to be the case’, 1 and subsequently 
Mrs. Meyerson, head of the Agency Political Dept., and others 
explained that the Yishuv could not be expected to act as ‘in- 
formers’ against their kin. 2 On 26 and 27 January the terrorists 
kidnapped two British civilians, one a judge actually taken from 
his court, as hostages for a terrorist under sentence of death for his 
part in an outrage in which five persons were killed. They were 
set free after the High Commissioner had given an ultimatum to 
the Agency; but on 3 1 January, in consequence of a terrorist threat 
to ‘turn Palestine into a bloodbath’ if the death-sentence were 
carried out, the government issued an order for the evacuation of 
all British women and children and other non-essential civilians, 
and the concentration in guarded cantonments of those who re- 
mained. On 3 February the Government called on the Agency and 
the Vaad Leumi, in view of their ‘open and continued refusals’ to 
co-operate against terrorism, ‘to state categorically and at once 
whether they were prepared publicly to call upon the Jewish com- 
munity to lend their aid to the Government by co-operating with 
the police and armed forces in locating and bringing to justice the 
members of the terrorist groups’. They replied that ‘the Yishuv 
cannot be called upon to place itself at the disposal of the Govern- 
ment for fighting the evil consequences of a policy which is of that 
government’s own making, and which the Yishuv regards as a 
menace to its existence. . . .’ 

On 14 February the British Foreign Secretary announced that 
the government would submit the question to U.N.O., as both 
parties had rejected a new federal plan which would have ad- 
mitted 96,000 Jewish immigrants in the next two years, subsequent 
immigration being controlled by the High Commissioner after 

1 Palestine Post, 22 January 1947. 

2 ibid. 3 February 1947. 
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consulting both Jews and Arabs. The Arabs had rejected any 
further immigration, and the Zionists refused to admit the prin- 
ciple that the Arabs should have any say in determining Jewish 
immigration. 

On i March, after the detention of an illegal immigrant ship, 
terrorist outrages caused the deaths of twenty persons and the 
injury of twenty-five others. The government then imposed 
statutory martial law on Tel Aviv and neighbouring Jewish towns 
and on part of Jerusalem, affecting more than 40 per cent, of the 
whole Jewish population. After eleven days it was officially 
announced that ‘in spite of the refusal of the Jewish official bodies 
to assist the security forces in combating and rooting out the 
gangsters, help has been received from members of the Jewish 
community. . . . The total number of arrests effected during the 
past fortnight is seventy-eight, of which fifteen are members of the 
Stern Group, twelve I.Z.L., and fifty-one others connected with 
terrorism/ Martial law was subsequently withdrawn, it not being 
desired to extend indefinitely the loss, unemployment, and 
dislocation of the economic situation, which was reported to have 
cost the Jewish community .£500,000. 

At the end of April a special session of the General Assembly of 
U.N.O. met to consider the Palestine problem, to the accom- 
paniment in Palestine itself of a continuous terrorist campaign. 
After a fortnight's debate which reflected the many international 
cross-currents affecting the issue, the Assembly set up a special 
committee of representatives of small and medium Powers with 
no direct interests or commitments in Palestine ‘to investigate all 
questions and issues relevant to the problem’ and make a report for 
the next session of the Assembly in September, with proposals for a 
solution. The Committee conducted its inquiries in the Middle 
East from 16 June to 24 July, being boycotted throughout 
by the Arabs of Palestine, but hearing statements from representa- 
tives of the Arab states. Jewish terrorist activity, which had ceased 
while the Anglo-American Committee of 1946 was in the Middle 
East, went on during the presence of the U.N. Committee, 
doubtless because three terrorists were under sentence of death for 
their part in a raid on Akka Prison. Nor did the Hagana allow the 
Committee to leave without witnessing the arrival of the largest 
single contingent of illegal immigrants ever to reach Palestine, 
numbering 4,500 in all; when intercepted, the American-Jewish 
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crew and the passengers fiercely resisted and broadcast a com- 
mentary for the benefit of the Committee. On 3 x August, while 
a minority of three made proposals approximating to the Anglo- 
American Federal Plan of July 1946, a majority of seven of the 
eleven members recommended to the General Assembly a sharper 
partition on the lines of the Royal Commission Report of 1937, 
though the two states so formed would remain in economic union. 
They proposed to award to thejewish state, in addition to rounding 
off its present holdings, the whole of the Beersheba sub-district of 
Southern Palestine and Eastern Galilee, though the Arabs were to 


keep Western Galilee. In the transitional period of two years 
150,000 Jews were to be admitted, as against the 100,000 proposed 
for the same period by Britain in January, and the Land Transfer 
Regulations were to cease in the area of the Jewish state. The 
scheme contemplated that Britain would continue to administer 
the country during the transitional period under the auspices of the 
U.N., and if so desired with the assistance of members of the U.N. 


The difficulties inherent in the scheme were obvious: while the 


Zionists’ immediate aims were largely met, half-a-million Arabs 
were to be included in the area of thejewish state, and by the loss 
ofjaffa the Arabs were to be left without a port of their own; they 
were to accept in the interim period an even higher rate of immi- 
gration than in the peak years 1934-35 before the Arab Rebellion, 
with no guarantee that the subsequently unrestricted population of 
the Jewish state might not at some suitable opportunity erupt in 
their direction; all this without any compensation except their in- 
dependence, recognition of which was to be conditional on their 
guaranteeing fundamental liberties, non-discrimination, and 
signing the treaty of economic union with the Jewish state; this 
treaty of economic union would presumably take precedence over 
any desires the Arabs might have for closer union with other Arab 
states. Finally, although the six weeks before the publishing of the 
Report had been marked by the worst riots between the two 
communities in the Tel Aviv-Jaffa area since the Arab Rebellion 
the two states were to be presented with an immense problem of 
policing, since their modest areas would each consist of three 
separate sectors, touching only by means of two specially-created 
‘points of intersection’. 

On 26 September the Colonial Secretary made it clear that 
Britain would not feel able to implement a policy not acceptable 
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to Jews and Arabs, and in the absence of a settlement must plan 
for the early withdrawal of the British forces and administration 
from Palestine. On 2 October the chairman of the American 
section of the Jewish Agency told the U.N. General Assembly, 
‘Should British forces not be available, the Jewish people of 
Palestine would provide without delay the necessary effectives to 
maintain public security’. On 29 November the Assembly 
approved the partition plan with minor amendments, though 
the necessary two-thirds majority was obtained only by some 
remarkable lobbying, which at the last moment swung eight 
doubtful votes into the partition lobby. The Times correspondent 
commented: ‘The general feeling among the delegates was that, 
regardless of its merits and demerits and the joint support given 
by the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A., the partition scheme would 
have been carried in no other city than New York. . . . The 
strength of the Jewish influence in Washington has been a revel- 
ation.’ 1 Immediately guerilla warfare broke out in Palestine: ‘The 
Arabs were determined to show that they would not submit 
tamely to the U.N. plan of partition, while the Jews tried to 
consolidate the advantages gained at the General Assembly by a 
succession of drastic operations designed to intimidate and cure 
the Arabs of any desire for further conflict.’ 2 In January 1948 the 
British Government resisted Zionist claims for recognition of their 
armed forces and the right to import arms before the ending of the 
Mandate on 15 May. After the problem of executing the partition 
scheme had been referred to the Security Council, the United 
States on 19 March admitted that it could not be carried out peace- 
fully, and proposed instead that Palestine should be placed under 
temporary United Nations trusteeship. The Security Council’s 
appeal for a truce between Arabs and Jews served once again to 
protract the discussion without reaching any decision. Meanwhile, 
as die British troops were withdrawn the Zionists, by a vigorous 
counter-offensive, had by the end of April achieved complete 
military superiority over the Palestine Arab ‘Liberation Army’ in 
the plains. On the afternoon of 14 May the Jewish state of Israel 
was proclaimed, 3 and was immediately recognized by the United 

1 See Walter J. Lilienthal: What Price Israel (1953). 

2 Sir Alexander Cadogan to the U.N. Palestine Commission, 21 January 1948. 

8 The termination of the mandate at midnight was anticipated because the 

Sabbath began at sunset on 14 May. 
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States, where an outspoken Zionist supporter had on 28 April been 
appointed special assistant for Palestine affairs to the Secretary of 
State. Recognition by Russia and her satellites followed, and the 
armies of the neighbouring Arab states crossed the frontiers into 
Palestine. 

★ ★ ★ 

An Egyptian force crossed the Sinai Desert and advanced north 
through mainly Arab territory to within 20 miles of Tel Aviv, 
where it halted before the first Israeli defence-line. The Jordan 
Arab Legion, which had been ordered to occupy the Arab central 
highlands, was diverted by an Israeli attempt, immediately upon 
the termination of the Mandate, to seize the Old City of Jerusalem. 
In the struggle that followed there the Jewish quarter of the Old 
City was destroyed and the Jewish inhabitants of the New City 
brought near to capitulation by the cutting of their water- and 
food-supplies from the coastal plain, until they were relieved by 
a four-week truce ordered by the U.N. (9 June). While the Israelis 
were fighting with resource and the valour of desperation, the 
Arab effort was being sapped by their poor administration and 
lack of unity and co-ordination. In particular, Arab reserves of 
arms and ammunition were running low, and Britain acceded to 
the United Nations request that she should discontinue the 
supplies she had made under her treaties with Egypt, Iraq, and 
Jordan; Israel, on the other hand, received during the truce con- 
siderable clandestine reinforcements in aircraft, heavy and small 
arms, and volunteers from abroad. The armaments came 
especially from communist Czechoslovakia, against payment in 
the dollars which Israel received ‘charitably' from the United 
States. When the Arab States, driven on by a press and public 
opinion that they had been feeding with extravagant propaganda, 
resumed hostilities on the expiration of the truce, Israel was more 
than a match for them. Her advantage was increased by the 
growing faction on the Arab side: King Abdullah had failed to 
obtain Egyptian and Sa’udi acceptance of his thesis that Arab 
Palestine should be incorporated into his Jordan Kingdom, and 
instead they proclaimed a phantom ‘Government of All-Palestine' 
under the discredited Mufti. The Israel Government and public 
opinion were indignant when the United Nations mediator. 
Count Bernadotte, made recommendations that would limit 
Israel’s territory to less than was now attainable by military action. 
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Emboldened by their scot-free escape from the consequences of 
Bemadotte’s murder by terrorists on 17 September, they made 
Egyptian interference with supplies to isolated Jewish settlements 
in South Palestine the justification for an attack in October on 
the Egyptian positions that won Israel a tract of territory extend- 
ing as far as Beersheba; they had already secured the whole of 
Galilee. In another offensive begun just before Christmas they 
drove across the Egyptian frontier, and a tense situation was 
created when they shot down five R.A.F. aircraft reconnoitring 
the battle. During this period the Jordan Arab Legion, so far 
from creating a diversion for their Egyptian ‘allies’, had negotiated 
a local truce with the Israelis on the Jerusalem front. The 
Egyptians, ignoring the extent to which their own intrigues 
against King Abdullah had aggravated Arab disunity, now com- 
plained that they had been ‘deserted’ and were the first of the 
Arab States to sign an armistice with Israel (24 February 1949). 
They were followed by Lebanon, Jordan (after an Israeli column 
had occupied the Palestinian outlet on the Red Sea, and a small 
British force had been despatched to the adjacent Jordan harbour 
of ’Aqaba to forestall any Israeli designs on that locality), and 
Syria. 1 In April 1950 Britain gave her de jure recognition to 
Israel, and also extended her treaty obligations to Jordan over the 
remnant of Arab Palestine that had just been formally incorporated 
with Jordan. In May the British, French, and United States 
Governments jointly declared ‘their unalterable opposition to the 
use of force or threat of force’ in this region, an act calculated 
to preclude not only the resumption of hostilities between the 
Arab States and Israel, but also the possibility of hostilities among 
the Arab States themselves. 

Israel had thus acquired the whole of that Viable State’ that 
she had postulated in 1 946,2 and was already proceeding to fill 
it with immigrants as fast as they could be moved from abroad. 
Only the central highlands, from Jenin to a little south of Hebron, 
plus a narrow strip about Gaza, remained in Arab hands; despite 
a United Nations resolution to internationalize Jerusalem, the 
city remained divided between Israel and Jordan. About 750,000 
Arabs had become refugees from Israel. Some with greater 

1 Iraq had withdrawn her contingent from Palestine, and so avoided the 
necessity of an armistice. 

2 Cf. p. 215. It comprised practically the whole of the irrigable lowlands of 
mandatory Palestine, apart from the southern Jordan valley. 
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prudence than patriotism had moved to safety betimes; some had 
allegedly been promised a speedy return in the wake of the 
Victorious’ Arab armies; some had been quickened by Israeli 
"psychological warfare’ or panicked by direct terrorism; no doubt 
many joined in the flight without knowing why. During 1949 
United Nations Relief rations were being stretched to cover one 
million destitute and needy Arabs, or 80 per cent, of the Arab 
population of mandatory Palestine. When a liberal allowance had 
been made for fraud and malversation, it was clear that the 
"ingathering of the exiles’ into Israel had been achieved by the 
almost total disruption of those ‘non-Jewish communities’ whose 
rights had been guaranteed in the Balfour Declaration and the 
Mandate. They had paid a heavy price for the intransigence and 
incompetence of their leaders’; and in addition the inter-relations 
of the Arab States had been poisoned by the exacerbation of their 
jealousies and feuds in this disastrous campaign. 

The British administrators had ‘had the bitterness of seeing all 
that we had aimed at building crash round us . . . It was a 
decision of the times, taken in accordance with the spirit of the 
times; but it was the rejection of a mission’; 1 and Britain’s reputa- 
tion emerged from the debacle not a little tarnished. Hated by 
the Israelis for having obstructed their divine destiny and pro- 
moted to the latest place on the long roll of their oppressors, 2 she 
was reviled by the Arabs, with equal venom but perhaps less 
excuse, for having ‘encouraged’ them to count on her support 
by her coldness towards Israel. Until the diplomatic archives are 
opened we shall not know whether, or how far, British policy 
had oner-estimated Arab strength and determination. In his last 
year of office Winston Churchill had evidently hoped to deal 
with the problem by a generous, but still limited, territorial 
concession to Israel which he would seek American co-operation 
in imposing on both parties. If successful, such a policy would 
have avoided the bloodshed, hatred, misery, and humiliation 
which in fact ensued; but with his justified disparagement of the 
Arabs as a military force, he may (as in 1940-41) have under- 
estimated their nuisance-potential to the extended zone of British 
interests; and had he remained Prime Minister, the Soviet ‘cold 

1 Sir William Fitzgerald, the last Chief Justice of Palestine, International 
Affairs, January 1950, p. 9. 

2 Though economic necessity was constraining Israeli spokesmen to profess 
magnanimity by the autumn of 1950. 



226 


A Short History of the Middle East 

war’ against Persia and Turkey might have compelled him to 
continue to propitiate the Arab world despite his personal inclina- 
tions. The difficulties before the inexperienced Labour Govern- 
ment were very great. They were dealing with two groups of 
irreconcilable and uncompromising politicians in Palestine, and 
could not isolate the adjudication of their conflicting claims from 
formidable external factors. They had to weigh Britain’s regional 
interests in the Arab world against her new financial dependence 
upon the United States, and that Government’s uncritical sym- 
pathy with Israeli aspirations. The fact remains that British policy 
was lacking in coherence; it oscillated between military action 
against militant Zionism and attempts to conciliate its unrepentant 
leaders; and it thus alienated both parties to little purpose. 

Perhaps, after all, a conflict was necessary to teach the British 
and United States Governments that all nations are not equally 
reasonable, and to demonstrate to both Arabs and Israel the 
physical limitations of their self-will. The Arab discomfiture has 
already been described. For Israel, independence and victory were 
only the beginning of the effort to attain her ancient hope. During 
the years of preparation and struggle elaborate schemes had been 
prepared for the intensive development of the country’s resources, 
most of which were limited and not a few probably below the 
margin of economical exploitation. Half a million Jewish immi- 
grants were admitted in the first two and a half years of inde- 
pendence, both to fulfil the promise of the return of the exiles 
and to provide the emotional basis for an appeal for charity and 
investment on an ample scale from Jews and sympathizers abroad 
(since internal finances were totally inadequate for the planned 
development, and the National Home’s balance of trade had never 
been other than seriously adverse). By the summer of 1950, how- 
ever, the government planners had to admit that not only had 
the inflow of capital, though of the order of hundreds of millions 
of dollars, fallen seriously short of their assessments, but that they 
had also grossly under-estimated the costs of settlement and 
development; for since independence wages and prices had risen 
to one of the highest levels in the world. Markets for Israel’s 
limited range of over-priced non-essential goods were hard to 
find, except on barter terms; the new immigrants (from Hitler’s 
Europe, the Yemen, North Africa, See.) lacked the insistent zeal, 
the devotion and adaptability of the earlier setders; and an 
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appreciable fraction of the population, accustomed for centuries 
to the outwitting of alien authority, did not now take easily to 
imposed ‘austerity’ in their own State, but resorted instinctively 
to a widespread black market that attracted even some of the 
‘zealot’ collective settlements. The worsening situation made 
necessary a radical currency-devaluation in February 1952; but a 
possible source of relief presented itself when the West German 
Government undertook late that year to furnish Israel with goods 
to the value of $822 millions in fourteen years, as reparation for 
the Nazi atrocities against European Jewry. 

★ ★ ★ 

Apart from the Soviet Union’s ‘cold war 5 against Turkey and 
Persia which will be examined in a later chapter, the chief post- 
war international issue was the demand of the politically-conscious 
minority in Egypt for the evacuation of British troops and for the 
‘unity of the Nile Valley’, with somewhat imprecise assurances of 
Sudanese self-government. Isma’il Sidqi, an outstanding statesman, 
who became Premier in February 1946, had King Faruq’s support 
in recognizing that in ‘cold war’ conditions the United Nations 
were not a sufficient guarantee of security of a strategically 
important region like lower Egypt, and that the Anglo-Egyptian 
alliance, suitably modified, was in Egypt’s interest. This view was 
repugnant to most politicians and the irresponsible press, while 
the Wafd Party, dismissed from office by the King in October 
1944, was engaged in fomenting mob violence, with its left wing 
apparently in collusion with Soviet agents. When negotiations 
began in May 1946 the British Government publicly offered 
complete evacuation on condition of satisfactory arrangements 
for mutual assistance. After months of fruitless negotiations 
Sidqi flew to London in October and drafted an agreement with 
Foreign Secretary Bevin, which compromised on joint action or 
consultation to meet threats to Middle East security and recog- 
nized ‘unity between the Sudan and Egypt under the Egyptian 
crown’. Mindful of the 1936 Treaty pledges to the Sudanese, 
however, and of the steady ‘Sudanization’ of administration that 
had followed, the British Government accompanied this nominal 
concession with provisions that the Sudanese might freely choose 
their future status, and that until they and their Egyptian and 
British ‘co-domini’ had agreed on this the present regime in the 
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Sudan should continue. Egyptian public opinion had been taught 
that the entire Sudan favoured union with Egypt, except for a 
few British-inspired dissidents. In fact, while most of the ‘white- 
collar’ class and groups with traditional connexions with Egypt 
were unionist, those to whom the Condominium had given 
authority, and the considerable religious following of Egypt’s: 
enemy the Mahdi, were for independence; the illiterate majority 
were below the level of political consciousness. On returning to 
Egypt Sidqi announced the unity clause of the agreement without 
the British reservations. The Sudanese Independence Front boy- 
cotted the Advisory Council and organized violent demonstra- 
tions, to which the Unionists replied. The Egyptian Parliament, 
the press, and probably the Kang, were so hostile to the British 
saving clause that Sidqi could only equivocate, until on 7 Decem- 
ber the Governor-General of the Sudan was authorized from 
London to calm the Independence Front by assurances of the 
Sudanese people’s free choice of their future status. Sidqi resigned, 
and was succeeded by Nuqrashi who, having succumbed to 
Wafdist mob violence in February, now reiterated that self- 
government ‘in permanent union with Egypt’ was the ‘unani- 
mous’ wish of the Sudanese. Diplomatic exchanges failed to 
move him from this point, and on 26 January 1947 he announced 
his intention of referring the whole question of Britain’s position 
in Egypt and the Sudan to the United Nations. The British 
Government, who were already proceeding with the evacuation 
of troops and military stores — some to Palestine, some to East 
Africa, some provisionally to the Canal Zone — replied that they 
would consequently revert to the 1936 Treaty, i.e. would remain 
in the Canal Zone until that treaty legally expired in 1956, unless 
the United Nations ruled otherwise. The Egyptian Government 
now spent five months in trying to obtain all-party backing for 
their appeal to the United Nations, which was not presented until 
ix July. Their wish to shake off the vestiges of the sixty-five years 
of British occupation, especially the presence of British troops on 
their soil, commanded sympathy; but Nuqrashi exposed the weak- 
ness of his case when he invited the Security Council to declare 
the unexpired 1936 Treaty void because it was not adapted to 
Egypt’s post-war status; and his insistence on prejudging the 
wishes of the Sudanese (on the grounds of their pretended racial 
and religious identity with the Egyptians) failed to win the sup- 
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port even of the U.S.S.R. and Poland, who were eager to secure 
the immediate evacuation of the British troops. A Brazilian 
resolution calling for the resumption of direct negotiations secured 
one vote short of the necessary two-thirds majority, and there 
the matter was left. Meanwhile, in the Sudan a conference, 
supported by the Independence Front but boycotted by the 
Unionists, had recommended the enlargement of the Northern 
Sudan Advisory Council (established in 1944) into a Legislative 
Assembly for the entire country, its members to be directly or 
indirectly elected or nominated according to the political maturity 
of the different provinces. An enlarged Governor-General’s 
Executive Council would consist as to half its numbers of Sudan- 
ese with departmental responsibilities, while the Governor- 
General would retain considerable reserve powers against a 
constitutional emergency. After many months of manoeuvring, 
ostensibly to secure a greater measure of popular government, 
the Egyptian Government joined in negotiations on these pro- 
posals in May 1948. A draft agreement making some concessions 
to the Egyptian views was initialled, but the Egyptian Parliament 
would accept nothing less than that complete parity implicit in 
the Condominium, which had never existed in fact owing to 
Egypt’s political immaturity and her resort to violence in 1924. 
The Sudan’s first legislature was thus inaugurated in December 
1948 without Egypt’s blessing. Her intransigence was promoting 
the very separatism which she feared (not least because of her 
total dependence on the Nile waters). The sweeping victory of 
the Wafd in the Egyptian elections of January 1950 offered new 
hopes of an Anglo-Egyptian understanding, but after several 
months of conversations it was evident that Egypt’s position had 
not altered, despite the dangers to world security revealed by the 
war in Korea. 

Meanwhile, Egypt’s frustration had found expression in agita- 
tion against King Abdullah, whose immoderate propaganda for 
a Kingdom of ‘Greater Syria’ was commonly believed, despite 
denials, to have British encouragement. When the Palestine War 
of 1948 laid the Syrian nationalist Government open to charges 
of incompetence and corruption, Nuri as-Sa’id, who was Premier 
of Iraq, sought this opportunity to pursue his scheme (set out in 
1943) for a closer union between Iraq and Syria as a step to wider 
Arab unity. These efforts were opposed, not only by the Syrian 

16 



230 A Short History of the Middle East 

army which dominated the political scene there after the first of 
three coups d’etat in March 1949, hut by those Arab states hostile 
to the aggrandizement of the Hashimi dynasty of Iraq and Jordan, 
namely Sa’udi Arabia, Egypt, and Lebanon. The extreme 
nationalists in Iraq, who had combined with the left wing to 
reject the revised Anglo-Iraqi treaty initialled at Portsmouth in 
January 1948, received greater Egyptian favour than the moder- 
ates who sought understanding with Bri tain 
Thus the Palestine War left the Arab world and Israel at sixes 
and sevens, a situation which was aggravated by the misery of 
nearly a million Arab refugees, their constant encroachments 
across the armistice lines, and punitive (not to say, vindictive) 
Israeli reprisals. Five years after the armistice of 1949 the situa- 
tion was still so bad that some observers feared a reopening of 
active hostilities. British hopes of consolidating the region into 
a Middle East defence organization, as an obstacle to Soviet 
expansion, had been constantly frustrated since 1950; and by 
1954 the United States Government had turned instead to the 
fostering of a military alliance, with American material aid, be- 
tween Turkey and Pakistan — an alliance into which they hoped 
that a realistic Iraqi Government might eventually lead other 
Arab states. 



CHAPTER VIII 


Present-Day Economic and Social Conditions 

By Arthur Mills, B.A., B.Com. 

(Department of Commerce, American University of Beirut) 

P overty is the outstanding feature of the Middle East. The 
annual income per head in Turkey and Lebanon is less 
than one quarter that in Great Britain; in Egypt and Syria 
it approaches one fifth, while in Sa’udi Arabia it is less than one 
tenth. There are local idealists who foresee an economic develop- 
ment on the scale of that in Western Europe or North America; 
but, though it is true that little surveying and prospecting have 
been done, and that more mineral resources may exist than are 
now known, there is a significant paucity of natural resources. 
There is a lack of coal, offset by an abundance of oil and a poten- 
tially great production of hydro-electric power where water can 
be spared for the purpose. There is nothing to offset the lack of 
iron; the Egyptian and Turkish deposits can produce only a frac- 
tion of the area requirements. Timber is deficient, except in 
Iran; forests cover only about one fifth of one per cent, of the 
total area . 1 The oil reserves are estimated to amount to some two- 
thirds of the world reserves; and production in 1957 amounted to 
20 per cent, of the total world output . 2 Only the countries 

1 Sai’d B. Himadeh, 'The Economic Set-Up in the Arab Middle East* 
United Asia , 1953, v. 287. 

2 Crude oil production in millions of metric tons: 
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The rapid decline in Iranian production from 1951 to 1953, and the conse- 
quent rapid increase in other countries, were due to the political dispute 
between the Iranian Government and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, for 
which see below, pp. 273 ff. The decline in Iraqi production in 1957 was 
due to the Syrian army’s blowing up the pumping-stations on the pipeline to 
the Mediterranean, at the time of the Suez crisis in Autumn 1956 : below, p. 286. 
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around the Persian Gulf, however, receive royalties from oil, and 
their populations cover only 30 per cent, of the total population 
of the Middle East. Though the region is more or less self- 
sufficient in cereals, edible oil and fats, vegetables, fruit, and meat, 
there are food-deficit areas of which the most serious is now 
Egypt. The only agricultural exports of importance to countries 
outside the Middle East are cotton, dates, wool, tobacco, and 
citrus. Locally significant exports include Dead Sea chemicals 
and Turkish chromium. Though the Middle East has about 
4 per cent, of the world’s population, its share of total world trade 
amounts to only about 3 per cent. 1 

Poverty is not likely to be eliminated unless supreme efforts are 
made to improve the principal asset which is the land. Most of it 
is desert or semi-desert, and the cultivable area is only a small 
fraction of the total, but ‘although somewhat deficient in organic 
matter, most of the land of the Middle East is quite fertile; some 
of it is very fertile’. 2 Water supply sets the limit to cultivation 
and human settlement. It limits the number of crops grown 
during the year and determines the proportion of land that must 
lie fallow. The scanty rainfall restricts the volume of water from 
rivers, and this in turn limits the area that can be irrigated. 
Climate also gives rise to soil erosion. ‘In the dry season the soil 
bakes and cracks. In the wet season there are often torrential 
rains and floods which carve gullies and deposit at lower levels 
the great quantities of silt carried in suspension. Here it may cover 
fertile land and block natural drainage flows.’ 3 Forest denudation 
and over-grazing have also added to soil erosion. It follows that, 
in order to take full advantage of the fertile soil of the Middle 
East, there must be irrigation on a large scale as in ancient times. 
Irrigation itself is limited by water supply, but there is still 
enough water in all Middle Eastern countries, except perhaps 
Egypt, for a large extension of irrigation. The total irrigated 
area amounts probably to only half of the cultivated area and a 
little over a quarter of the cultivable area. The Turkish Govern- 
ment has estimated that in Turkey alone nearly 10J million acres 
of uncultivated land could be tilled if machinery were available 
and a further 6| millions through irrigation. Projects for the pro- 

1 Issawi, Charles P., in Near East and the Great Powers , ecL Richard N, Frye, 
Harvard Univ. Press (1951), pp. 57-8. 

2 United Nations : Review of Economic Conditions in the Middle East (supple- 
ment to World Economic Report , 1949-50), p. 7. 8 Keen, B. A., op. cit., p. 55. 
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vision of irrigation are usually planned to provide hydro-electric 
power. In Turkey there are the Seyhan Valley, Porsuk, Sakarya, 
Gediz and Mendere River Schemes. The Seyhan and Gediz 
plans alone will generate 436 million kwh, and are expected to 
be completed by 1957. In Iraq plans for expansion of irrigation 
on a very wide scale are under way; but here the major problem 
has been flood control which is a prerequisite of all other types of 
development. Work on the Habbaniya Lake Scheme has averted 
destruction from the Euphrates floods since 1953, but progress on 
the channelling of the Tigris floods into a dam at Wadi Tharthar 
had not advanced sufficiently to prevent the 1954 floods from 
doing about ^45 millions worth of damage. This scheme is 
scheduled for completion in 1956. The Habbaniya reservoir is 
expected eventually to irrigate over one million hectares. In 
Lebanon, work on the Litani River Scheme is awaiting com- 
pletion of the technical study made by the Point Four Admin- 
istration. In Syria the Ghab Project will irrigate a large area of 
fertile land from the Orontes River and improve the supply of 
electric power for Homs and Hama. The Khabbur River Scheme 
will irrigate 125,000 hectares of desert between Dair az-Zor and 
the Jazira, and will provide pure drinking water for local in- 
habitants. Egypt is sharing in the Owen Falls Scheme on the 
Upper Nile which will increase the storage capacity of Lake 
Victoria and enable Egypt and the Sudan to extend the area of 
irrigated land, while the Aswan Dam Scheme is planned to pro- 
vide, besides irrigation, electric power for the steel industry based 
on the Aswan deposits of iron ore, and for other local industries, 
public utilities, and transportation. Political disagreements are 
delaying work on the Yarmuq Scheme to irrigate 37,000 hec- 
tares in Jordan and provide hydro-electric power for both Syria 
and Jordan, and on the plan to irrigate the Negeb in Israel from 
the Jordan, Kishon, and Yarkon Rivers. 

★ ★ ★ 

Irrigation is rightly being given priority by governments. 
There are, however, serious social obstacles to any rapid exten- 
sion of productivity in agriculture. The social structure, health, 
and educational condition of a community are important deter- 
minants of productivity, in industry as well as agriculture. In a 
modem economy where specialization has made the unskilled 
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and illiterate less and less able to find employment, the supply of 
manpower depends far less on the size of the population than on 
its health and skills. The state of ill-health of peoples in under- 
developed regions allows them a life expectancy of only about 
one half on the average of that in Britain and U.S.A., and the 
individual’s period of productive work is correspondingly short. 
Disease saps the energy of available manpower. Malaria is a major 
scourge in many rural areas, especially in Iraq, Egypt, and Syria. 
In Egypt three-quarters of the rural population are chronically 
infected with endemic worm-diseases, and perhaps four-fifths of 
it suffers from the eye-disease of trachoma, with consequences 
ranging from impaired vision to total blindness. The incidence of 
worm-disease has been considerably increased by the great exten- 
sion of perennial irrigation with its thousands of channels, from 
which the fellah, working bare-foot, is reinfected as often as he 
is cured. Since World War II considerable progress has been 
made, but the measures taken to improve health and life expec- 
tancy intensify the rate of increase of the population, and so 
aggravate the problem of finding the food to keep it alive. This 
poses for planning authorities the need to achieve a balance 
between programmes of social betterment and schemes for 
improving agricultural output. 

Over-population exists in Egypt, Israel and Lebanon. It exists, 
too, in Jordan; the very large number of Arab refugees who have 
migrated to Jordan has considerably increased the density of 
population. Iraq and Iran are under-populated, while in Syria 
and the Arabian Peninsula there is room for expansion of popula- 
tion in line with further development of resources. The popula- 
tion of Egypt, cramped into only 3J per cent, of die total area of 
the country, has more than doubled since 1900, and, as it seems 
likely that there are now diminishing returns from agriculture, 
the pressure on resources is reaching grave proportions. There is 
little cultivable land that is not already cultivated, and since rapid 
industrialization is unlikely on the requisite scale, the only solu- 
tion to the problem seems to be emigration to under-populated 
areas such as the Sudan or Iraq. Syria and Iraq have only 37 and 
5 million inhabitants respectively, considerably fewer than they 
supported in antiquity; and die extension of irrigation will un- 
doubtedly permit a corresponding increase in their population. 

Birth rates in the Middle East range from 25 to 60 per 1,000 
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according to districts (c£ U.K. 15, U.S.A. 17), while death rates 
range from 15 to 40 per 1,000 owing to malnutrition and disease. 
In certain regions, as many as 50 per cent, of babies do not live 
beyond the age of five. 1 The annual rate of natural increase of 
population (urban and rural together) averages about 20 per 
1,000, a rate which doubles the population in 35 years. 2 While 
the area is vast in size, only about 5 per cent, is cultivable, and 
density of population varies sharply according to rainfall and 
irrigation. With the high rate of increase in population the prob- 
lems of the densest areas will grow acute. Economically, the 
Middle East can avoid tragedy only by facilitating the mobility 
of manpower. 

The pressure of population on resources is aggravated by the 
low productivity of the farmer. The adverse effects of a limited 
and seasonal rainfall are reinforced by the persistence of anti- 
quated farming methods and systems of land-tenure, comparable 
with those of Western Europe in the Middle Ages. As a result, 
production falls far below the standard of more advanced agri- 
cultural countries. It is estimated that the average male agricul- 
tural worker produces only about one-fifth of the goods produced 
by his counterpart in Britain, and that the individual’s share in 
the national income is only about one-fifth that of Britain, though 
still in excess of over-populated India and China. ‘The whole 
area, with the exception of the Jews in Palestine, is included in 
the groups of population which derive at least 70 per cent, of the 
energy of their diet from cereals and roots. A considerable part 
of the population probably belongs to the groups deriving 80 per 
cent, of its calories. That is to say, the area is included among the 
worst-nourished parts of the world. 3 

An important cause of the poverty of the rural masses is the 
inequitable distribution of land. 4 A small number of wealthy 
landowners own a large proportion of the land, and there are 
thousands or millions of dwarf-holders, tenants, and landless 
labourers. Minute holdings are economically wasteful, and yet 
they are the prevailing mode, because even on die large estates 
the landlord is an absentee who lets on a share-tenancy basis. In 

1 W. B. Fisher, The Middle East) p. 249. 

* Sa’id B. Himadeh, ‘Economic Factors underlying Social Problems m the 
Arab Middle East’, Middle East Journal) 1951, v. 272. 

8 Worthington, op. cit., 159. 

4 See Sa’id B. Himadeh in The Middle East Journal , loc. cit. 
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the great majority of cases the absentee owner does nothing to 
improve the land or the efficiency of the tenancy, and yet fakes 
between one-third and one-half of the crop. The social structure 
has tended therefore to be one of two tiers, a small group of large 
landowners and a dependent peasantry for the most part poverty- 
stricken. The system has produced no sense of responsibility for 
the well-being either of the land or the workers and, in view of 
the rapid increase in population, endangers the community. 
Moreover, the partial conversion of the Fertile Crescent and 
Egypt from a pre-capitalist to a capitalist economy, which has 
gathered impetus in the past 30 years, has, together with the infla- 
tion of the War and post-War years, tended to increase the dis- 
parity of wealth between the very rich and the very poor and to 
segregate classes. Land distribution is recognized more and more 
widely as fundamental to progress, but the vested interests which 
oppose reform are still politically powerful, except in Egypt. In 
the latter, since 1952, ownerships exceeding 200 acres are being 
expropriated with compensation and redistributed to small 
farmers in plots of not less than two acres or more than five, 
according to the quality of the land. The reform cannot be hur- 
ried without dislocating production, and will take many years 
to complete. Limitation of ownership is provided for in the 
recent Syrian constitution, but for future land acquisitions and 
inheritances only, and not retrospectively. Vested interests are 
strong in Syria, though some improvement will result if the 
recent law is implemented distributing the public domain to 
landless tenants and small landowning farmers within the limits 
of 125 acres of unirrigable land and I2-|- acres of irrigable. In Iraq, 
reform is limited to the distribution of newly irrigated public 
land, though here some of the political parties are de man ding 
limitation of ownership. In Lebanon there will be no redistribu- 
tion until there is a radical change of government; the relatively 
weak Progressive Socialist Party alone demands limitation of 
ownership. On the whole the likelihood of widespread land re- 
form remains remote, except in Egypt; and rapid and significant 
progress in production and standards of living cannot accordingly 
be expected. The problem of rural poverty waits on political 
evolution. 

Industry, though still backward, has since 1930 developed 
faster than agriculture. Many old industries, such as cotton spin- 
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ning and weaving, previously using primitive methods and tools, 
have adopted modem machinery and methods. A variety of new 
industries have appeared which are protected from foreign com- 
petition through the use either of heavy local raw materials or of 
imported raw materials which are less bulky than the manufac- 
tured articles. Examples are building industries such as cement, 
tiles, bricks, glass, beer and soft drinks, canned fruit or vegetables, 
pottery, and furniture. Other industries which do not require 
much fuel and use tight raw materials include the textile and 
clothing industries, tobacco, soap, boots and shoes. Industries 
requiring large quantities of fuel are at a disadvantage in the 
Middle East, except in parts of Egypt and Turkey. 

Practically all industrial development, apart from large electric 
plants, has been financed by local capital, except in Turkey and 
Iran. It has been encouraged by protection: either tariffs on im- 
ported manufactures, or duty exemptions on machinery and raw 
materials. 

Earnest efforts are being made in Egypt to utilize surplus 
population and prevent the fall in living standards by rapid in- 
dustrialization. Unfortunately it seems at present beyond the 
means of Egyptian resources to expand industry sufficiently to 
absorb the surplus labour from the rural areas, estimated at five 
or six millions; for some time to come the most that can be 
expected is to absorb the equivalent of the annual increase in the 
population to avoid intensifying under-employment in the 
countryside. Indeed, it will require management of a high order 
to absorb about 750,000 in a single year into industry. In Turkey 
there is no problem of over-population; resources are plentiful for 
the development of mining, food processing, and tight engineer- 
ing industries as well as some heavy industry based on domestic 
iron and coal supplies; and, owing to the strategic importance of 
Turkey, financial and technical aid from U.S.A. has been and will 
continue to be readily available to give maximum impetus to 
industrialization. In Israel a problem similar in some ways to that 
of Egypt exists, though the supply of technical and managerial 
skills and of capital is far greater than in Egypt. Jordan is de- 
veloping the production and export through Aqaba of phosphates 
at al-Hansa in the south, and also of manganese which exists in 
considerable quantity just over 100 miles north of Aqaba. Dead 
Sea potash will also pass through Aqaba. Elsewhere in the Middle 
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East, the portion of the national income earned from manufac- 
turing and mining industry is not likely to grow to more than 
20 per cent, in the next few decades. 

Within the severe limits imposed by social conditions, all the 
governments of the Middle East have endeavoured to make pro- 
gress since the War through Development Programmes, de- 
signed usually with the aid of foreign experts. Turkey, after a 
series of over-ambitious and impracticable reports, asked the 
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development for 
advice, and the Report issued in 1950 is the basis for present plans. 
The Bank has given similar technical advice to Iraq. Point Four 
Aid is evidence that Western Governments are more aware than 
formerly of the importance of trying to raise economic standards, 
both as a piece of social welfare in the general interest and more 
specifically because a discontented urban and rural proletariat in a 
region so strategically situated was liable to be attracted to Com- 
munism. In most cases, however, foreign capital has been avail- 
able only in small amounts, and programmes have therefore had 
to be scaled down to the financial resources which the individual 
countries could make available without causing undue infla- 
tionary pressure. The short-term effect of the plans can be only 
modest, since saving to finance them is limited by the lowness of 
the national incomes. 

Development of industries is helping to absorb some of the 
supplies of idle labour due to under-employment in agriculture 
and to migration from village to town. The sowing and harvest- 
ing of cereals in the dry-farming regions of Syria, Iraq, Jordan 
and the Arabian Peninsula keep the fellah busy for only 4 to 6 
months of the year, and the same is true in the congested areas of 
Egypt where the average holding is minute. 

Many factors limit the potential degree of industrialization. 
Without coal and iron, there can be no basic heavy industry. Im- 
ported machinery tends to be costly. ‘The absence of iron ores . . . 
about halves the amount of manufacturing that could be done for 
the local market if ores were available. Of course, some metal pro- 
duction can be done without ores. The main weight losing pro- 
cess occurs when the ore is smelted. As far as transport cost is 
concerned it is as cheap to import ingots as to import the finished 
goods. Consequently, if productivity is not too low, if fuel is not 
too expensive, and if wages are low, it is possible to build up a 
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range of foundry products based on imported ingots — such pro- 
ducts as agricultural implements, bath tubs, bedsteads, nails, nuts 
and bolts, locks, and small metal goods.’ 1 Unfortunately, indi- 
genous labour is often costly, in spite of low wages and salaries 
and of unemployment, owing to legally imposed minimum 
wages, extremely low productivity, and to the acute scarcity of 
skilled workpeople and admin i strators. Marketing methods like- 
wise are costly because of their primitiveness. Managerial enter- 
prise suffers from a lack of administrative training facilities, of 
private and governmental information services on which to base 
its policies and plans, and a lack of experience and knowledge of 
costing and control methods which could prevent the enormous 
waste that prevails of all-too-scarce resources. In most countries 
there is still too little planning and executive skill in govern- 
mental administration to counterbalance the deficiencies of private 
enterprise. The development of industry is limited, too, by the 
small size of the home markets: the purchasing power of the rural 
population is low due to the poverty, and there are tariff barriers 
between the various countries of the region, to protect their 
industries which tend to be similar and competitive. Finally, 
there is, in all but the Persian Gulf countries, the scarcity of 
finance capital inevitable in countries where the bulk of the 
population is poverty-stricken and where institutions do not exist 
to mobilize savings. 

The developing economy has in this century called into being a 
middle-class following various skilled or semi-skilled professions 
and occupations, and enjoying varying levels of wealth and com- 
fort, but, in common with its prototype in India and Africa, it 
often tends to consider all forms of business as degrading. Eco- 
nomically it makes little contribution in the field of initiative and 
-enterprise, qualities so conspicuously weak in the management of 
existing commercial and industrial institutions and none the less 
vital for future development. This explains to some extent why 
some governments and professions still fail to give urgent atten- 
tion to the economic and social factors which can produce disaster 
through falling standards of living. But there are signs of change. 
The influence of new social forces is reflected in the concern 
showed by many governments (half-hearted in some cases, but 

1 W. Arthur Lewis, Aspects of Industrialisation (National Bank of Egypt, Cairo, 
1953), p. 6. 
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still conspicuous) for social welfare and justice in their develop- 
ment programmes. 1 

There has been an unfortunate emphasis in the evolution of the 
educational systems of these countries on training for the civil 
services and professions rather than for business which, as men- 
tioned above, is felt to be degrading. This now weakens the 
ability of the governments to find skilled workers to man the pro- 
jects of development. There is an acute shortage of persons in the 
intermediate grades of skilled services, clerical workers, etc., 
which is to some extent being met by technical assistance from 
U.S.A. and United Nations sources, but which remains acute. 
Here, too, we see the heavy economic cost of high birth and 
death rates. In order to secure a given total of work-hours from 
adults, it is necessary to educate a far larger number of children, 
owing to the high percentage of deaths before the age of twenty. 
Under-developed areas can ill afford this enormous waste, for it 
consumes a considerable portion- of their limited budgets and is 
pardy responsible for the low standard of life. Nevertheless, 
trained manpower is essential for development, and though few 
realize the fact in these countries, investment in well-directed 
education brings the highest returns in the long rim, from ten to 
perhaps a hundred times the cost. There may be insufficient 
allocation of funds to health and education in some budgets, 
owing to the more obvious attraction of the cosdy irrigation, 
power, and transportation schemes. There could be a far greater 
follow-up of the external assistance in the field of demonstration 
and extension work, experimental stations, research laboratories 
and agricultural schools. In the same way as there has been too 
much concentration on professional and university education (as 
in Egypt), so the public-health services, especially in those coun- 
tries least subject to European direction or advice, reflect the wide 
social gap that separates the professional class from the masses, 
and the small extent to which the former have as yet acquired a 
sense of service to the community as a whole. One is left with the 
impression that the health-services of the independent countries 
are designed for the benefit of the medical profession rather than 
for the healing of the sick. In the capital cities there are govern- 
ment hospitals with imposing buildings and well-equipped 

1 See Sa’id B. Himadeh, ‘Social Awakening and Economic Development in 
the Middle East', International Social Science Bulletin } Vol. V, 1953. 
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laboratories. The provincial capitals are equipped on a more 
modest but similar scale; but even in the largest hospitals the 
standard of nursing tends to be unsatisfactory, sometimes even 
deplorable, because the sense of service and duty is wanting; and 
the great majority of medical men and women produced by the 
training-schools, ‘including nearly all the best, are inevitably 
attracted to careers in the towns, so that the towns tend to be over- 
doctored and the rural areas left with few or no medical men. . . . 
The spirit of service and public responsibility, which is usually 
associated with the medical profession, is wanted in the Middle 
East even more than technical advance.’ 1 

* * * 

In most of the development programmes much attention is paid 
to means of transportation and communication, without which 
marketing of all types of commodities is inefficient. Good roads 
and railways are vital in the disposal of agricultural surpluses from 
villages to collecting centres and from these to the towns for local 
consumption or to the ports for export. In Turkey, a network of 
roads is being constructed to link all the major regions with a 
system of first-class roads. The Arabian capital of Riyadh has 
been linked up with Dammam by railway, and improvements are 
planned in most other countries. The development of adequate 
means of transport, through widening his market, will give the 
farmer an incentive, often absent hitherto, to produce a surplus 
above his needs, for sale in the larger market. His money income 
will increase and he will be in a better position to purchase some 
of the manufactured products of the growing local industries. 
Moreover the removal of transport bottlenecks will reduce delays 
and spoilage, especially in the movement of perishables. Included 
in transportation improvements is the construction or extension 
of ports. New harbours are appearing at Dammam, Latakiya in 
Syria, and Eregli in Turkey. Latakiya is becoming the focal point 
of exit and entry for Syrian trade and is competing with Beirut 
and Tripoli. The Lebanese Government is planning improve- 
ments in Tripoli including handling equipment, pier cranes, cold 
storage, coal depots and grain bins to be implemented in 1955. 
The competition of Latakiya has already brought cheaper port 

1 Worthington, op. cit., 174 £f. 
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fees and greater efficiency in Beirut, and there is competition, too, 
from Aqaba in Jordan, where it has been calculated that it is 
cheaper to import goods to Amman from Britain through Aqaba, 
even after payment of Suez Canal dues, than through Beirut at the 
levels of freight and port costs ruling in January, 1954. Turkey 
has projects for making ports at Samsun and Izmir among the 
most modem in the world in order to remove the bottleneck 
caused by port handling facilities; and improvements are sched- 
uled for Alexandria, Haifa, Jidda and Istanbul. 

In the field of marketing, apart from transport and communica- 
tion, governments have been slow. They could greatly assist not 
only the internal distribution of goods, but exportation of agri- 
cultural surpluses and so relieve the balance of trade deficits. 
They could improve the laws and inspection of grading and pack- 
ing procedure, and publish industrial and commercial informa- 
tion to facilitate local businessmen. In this field little investment 
is required, only action; foreign marketing experts are available 
with schemes of modernization, but their services are only half- 
heartedly utilized. Instances have occurred, for instance, in 
Lebanon when, after signature of trade agreements, foreign buyers 
have been forced reluctantly to refuse contracts for fruit because 
of inferior packing and grading which would have made the 
goods unsaleable. 

Not the least important limiting factor of development plans 
is the capital to finance them. The foreign private investor is no 
longer willing to risk his money in countries of uncertain political 
stability, without guarantees from his own government. Western 
governments, including the U.S.A., are too absorbed with 
defence requirements to be able to lend more than technical 
assistance. The loans forthcoming from the International Bank 
are a mere drop in the stream. With the huge increase in oil 
royalties in the Persian Gulf countries, however, since 1951, the 
problem for them has become less one of shortage of capital than 
one of channelling local money into productive investment. The 
owners of wealth, besides their traditional fear of investments in 
industry, often distrust the application of Western modernization 
schemes in the Middle East, and moreover are unwilling to sacri- 
fice their liquid resources for a rate of interest of about 5 per cent, 
when they can secure rates of from 30 per cent, to 200 per cent, 
from loans to peasants or 10 per cent, from real estate and town 
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apartment building. The banking systems are unable to mobi- 
lize savings through the public suspicion of banks due to ignorance 
and conservatism and to occasional bank failures. There are in- 
sufficient savings institutions, industrial banks, agencies for agri- 
cultural credit, and central banking. There are signs of a change 
of attitude only in Turkey where the demands for government 
bonds have shown some increase, though hoarding remains 
popular among the farming population. 

Work in 1954 is proceeding on a suggestion to overcome the 
inadequacy of finance by means of an Arab Development Bank 
whose object would be to channel a large part of the oil revenues 
and private savings in Arab States into development projects, and 
prevent their being wasted on immediate luxury consumption. 
The existence of machinery for investment might since 1952 have 
saved several millions of dollars of oil royalties from consump- 
tion and directed them into productive channels. In Iraq which 
received in 1952 oil royalties amounting to $110 millions, 1 a 
jump from the 1951 figure of $3 8 ’5 millions, it has not been found 
practicable to spend as fast as revenues have been received. Excess 
funds could have been invested in a Development Bank for the 
benefit of projects in other countries in the Middle East. Oil 
revenue in Kuwait in 1952 was $139 millions (1951 $30 millions) 
and might have been a further source of funds. The oil companies 
might also find it strategically wise to invest some of their profits 
in such a bank, since they have an obvious interest in the eco- 
nomic strength of the region in which they operate. 

The scarcity of finance in some countries has led their govern- 
ments to overhaul their taxation systems and collecting pro- 
cedures, and a small advance in the establishment of progressive 
systems of direct taxation has been made. ‘In most Arab coun- 
tries about 80 per cent, of the tax revenue comes from indirect 
taxes;- and the expenditures of the Governments go largely to pay 
for an inefficient top-heavy administration, and a relatively small 
proportion goes to development of productive power. 2 Land- 
owner governments are slow, for obvious reasons, to introduce 
radical tax reform. 

Government administration tends to be weak in the task of co- 
ordinating plans as well as in collecting revenue. Foreign experts 

1 The Economist , 27 February 1954, p. 591. 

1 Himadeh in United Asia> 1953, v. 291. 
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have frequently attributed the slowness of achievement to the 
lack of suitable integrating machinery and personnel. In Turkey, 
as a result of advice from T.C.A. and International Bank officials, 
a Minister of State and Inter-Ministerial Committee were ap- 
pointed in 1949 to co-ordinate all economic planning. This 
example is being followed in Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan. 

Progress is slow, too, owing to the political unrest from which 
most countries suffer periodically. Changes of government and 
internal crises such as those in Syria and Egypt in 1954 can retard, 
if they do not even reverse, economic progress. Their effect is 
particularly harmful on local and foreign investment, without 
which development projects come to a standstill. 

The precarious nature of development in Middle Eastern 
countries is emphasized owing to the dependence of each for 
foreign exchange earnings on one or two principalitems of export. 
Cotton, for instance, accounts for at least 75 per cent, of the total 
value of Egyptian exports, and dates for an even greater propor- 
tion in Iraq. These earnings are subject to fluctuations in world 
prices. If prices slump, the earnings which help to finance 
materials for development projects are slashed, while the farmers 
face ruin. 

There would be some relief if substantial intra-regional trade 
existed to promote larger-scale production through a widening 
of the market. Such trade is small because the economies of the 
various countries are not complementary, but competitive, while 
government policy tends to aim at self-sufficiency. What intra- 
regional trade exists is based on bilateral agreements; there is litde 
attempt to effect a more balanced economic development through 
a multilateral approach. The Arab League has quite failed to 
remove trade barriers, which was originally one of its principal 
objectives. The Economic Committee of the League, which met 
in 1945, did not meet again for six years. The League, it may be 
said, has been far more concerned with weakening Israel's 
economy than with strengthening its own. This is evidence of 
the failure of governmental leadership in economic affairs — a 
failure which is thwarting the little private managerial enterprise 
that exists. It is significant that pressure for a unified regional 
economic policy is now appearing in private business circles, 
organized in the Union of Arab Chambers of Commerce, In- 
dustry and Agriculture which had its first conference in Alex- 
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andria in 1951. This union is pressing for an Arab Economic 
Council, provided for in the Arab security pact accepted by all 
the Arab countries. There has been pressure likewise in United 
Nations circles for a Regional Economic Commission for the 
Middle East on the lines of those for Europe, for Asia and the Far 
East, and for Latin America. The example of the wartime Middle 
East Supply Centre exists to show what economic progress can 
be achieved by co-operation to eliminate the import of unneces- 
sary luxuries and to substitute for it the import of essential raw 
materials and equipment for local production. Political disunity, 
however, is still dominant. 

* * * 

It is little realized in all sections of the Middle East how much 
social inefficiency is due to the ignorance of women. If mothers 
were taught the elementary facts of nutrition and sanitation and 
the way diseases are caught and spread, the high infant mortality 
and death rates would be substantially lowered, the health and 
efficiency of both men and women would be improved, and 
enormous economic and human waste would be avoided. Most 
women in under-developed areas, moreover, are not occupied 
solely in bringing up families; they often care for livestock and 
milk. Training and education are necessary to do this work 
efficiently. Then, too, the social seclusion of women tends to 
restrict the demand for feminine products, the manufacture of 
which in advanced countries gives work to milli ons of men and 
women. In the search for fight industries to diversify Middle 
Eastern economies, it is seldom realized what potentialities exist 
if women of all classes are given the freedom to develop the taste 
for modernity. Many of the articles required by women call for 
skills which can be acquired in the Middle East; the manufac- 
turing process does not require large supplies of bulky and expen- 
sive raw materials and is therefore highly suitable to local 
conditions. 

★ ★ ★ 

To sum up, the obstacles to raising the depressed standard of 
living are formidable, but a realistic appraisal of the economic 
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outlook is not necessarily pessimistic. The world problem of the 
second half of the twentieth century is primarily one of agricul- 
tural production. Whereas total world agricultural output in- 
creased annually by i-x per cent, between 1913 and 1929 and by 
1 -3 per cent, between 1929 and 1937, between 1937 and 1950 the 
rate of increase fell to only 0-3 per cent., when rate of growth of 
world population was over 1 per cent, and is at present possibly 
1 25 per cent. It has taken the world 8 years to recover the 1939 
level of production per head of foodstuffs, and the pre-war ‘per 
capita’ consumption level has still not been overtaken because of 
the extensive surpluses held in North America which are unavail- 
able for the hungry millions. This food shortage makes the 
economic outlook for the primary-producing regions bright, 
for the potential demand for foodstuffs will be enormous. The 
terms of trade are definitely showing a long-run turn in favour 
of countries with agricultural surpluses for the world market. 
Poverty is not inevitably the permanent lot of the population of 
the Middle East. The problem is so to raise productivity that the 
agricultural surpluses will be achieved — and maintained in the 
face of a rapidly increasing home demand for food. Further 
industrialization of a limited type is likely, consisting of light 
industries such as food processing, light engineering, and the 
manufacture of petroleum derivatives such as chemicals and syn- 
thetics, in addition to the textile industries which already exist. 



CHAPTER IX 


Russia and the Middle East 

T he subject falls into six clearly-distinguished chronological 
phases: 

(i ) The Tsarist Regime, down to 1917. 

(2) The Revolutionary Wars, 1917-21. 

(3) The Inter-War Period, 1921-39. 

(4) The period of' 'Friendship’ with Germany, 1939-41 , 

(5) The War, i94i-~45« 

(6) The Post-War Period. 


★ ★ * 

(1) The Tsarist Period 

With the signing of the Anglo-Russian Agreement over Persia 
in 1907 the Russian government set to work to absorb completely 
the northern zone of Persia. Its policy was made easier by the fact 
that the British government was anxious to avoid friction with 
Russia, in view of the overriding need to maintain the Triple 
Entente as a bulwark against Germany, and had instructed 
its Minister in Tehran in this sense. The Persian constitutional 
revolution, which had begun in 1905, was now in mid-career, 
and had inevitably upset what little stability there was in the 
internal regime of Persia. In 1909 the Russians sent a military 
force to support the reactionary Mohammed Ali Shah. The 
Persian constitutionalists succeeded, however, in deposing 
him, and power passed into the hands of the extremist so- 
called ‘Democrats', whose attitude was exasperatingly hostile 
to the Russians. In 1911 the ex-Shah, with the connivance of 
minor Russian officials if not of the government, passed through 
Russia in disguise with a consignment of arms and ammunition 
and made a landing on the Caspian coast of Persia, but was defeated 
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and. forced to withdraw. The Russians frustrated attempts by the 
Persian government to meet its great financial difficulties and made 
impossible the efforts of the American financial adviser. They 
constantly found or created pretexts for further intervention, pro- 
tecting rich landowners and merchants in Khurasan, collecting 
Persian revenues in Azerbaijan, importing Russian subjects into 
Asterabad to till lands they had bought at a nominal price as a result 
of pressure. In 1911 Russia went behind her allies’ backs to con- 
clude the Potsdam Agreement with Germany, recognizing the 
German interest in the Baghdad Railway in return for German 
recognition of her own interest in North Persia, arranging to link 
the projected Persian railway-system with the Baghdad Railway 
via Khaniqin, and promising Germany an open door for her trade 
with Persia. 

During the First World War the operation of pro-German 
armed bands in Central and South Persia, and of the Turks in 
Western Persia, gave the Russians good reasons for occupying a 
broad belt of North Persia, including the towns of Kermanshah, 
Isfahan, and Meshed. By a secret agreement of March 1915 the 
Allied promised Russia Istanbul and the Straits and full liberty of 
action in the northern zone of Persia, in return for which Britain 
was to be free to annex both the southern and the neutral zones 
laid down by the Agreement of 1907. 

* * * 

(2) The Revolutionary Wars, 1917-21. 

The outbreak of the Revolution in March 1917 was followed 
by the headlong demoralization of the Russian army and its with- 
drawal from Persia, which gave the Turks an opportunity to 
invade Western Persia again. In March 1918 the Bolsheviks, who 
had seized power four months before, were compelled to conclude 
with Germany the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which allowed the 
Germans to conduct military operations on Russian territory and 
obtain essential supplies, such as the Caucasian oil. It was this treaty, 
made at a time when the Allies were fighting for life against Ger- 
many, at least as much as any dislike for the Bolshevik regime as 
such, that caused the Allies to support the local anti-Bolshevik 
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forces and to undertake military operations against the Reds. 1 A 
small British force operating in North-West Persia temporarily 
occupied Baku in support of an anti-Bolshevik 'Central Caspian 
Force’ consisting mainly of Armenians, but had to withdraw 
before a Turkish attack. An Indian force occupied Meshed, and a 
British naval flotilla operated on the Caspian from the summer of 
191 8 to that of 19x9, re-occupying Baku from the retreating Turks 
and defeating a Red flotilla. 

The great German spring offensive of 1918 on the Western 
Front had convinced most politically-minded Persians of the cer- 
tainty of a German victory, and as late as September 1918, when 
Sir Percy Cox went to Tehran as Minister to bring the Persian 
government round to a more pro-British way of thinking, he found 
that it was on the point of throwing in its lot with Germany. 2 
When Germany collapsed the extreme 'Democrats’, who in their 
hatred of Russia had backed the Germans and Turks during the 
war, now turned to support the Turkish nationalists and the Bol- 
sheviks. Cox felt that the country was ripe for Bolshevik revolu- 
tion on account of the hopeless misgovermnent by the Persian 
ruling-class, and recommended to the Foreign Office that Britain 
should guarantee the integrity of Persia in return for a new Anglo- 
Persian agreement. This fell in with the views of Lord Curzon, who 
had said, 'The integrity of Persia must be registered as a cardinal 
precept of our imperial creed/ By August 1919 accordingly 3 Cox 
had negotiated a draft Agreement: the hated Anglo-Russian 
Agreement of 1907 was considered cancelled; Britain offered to 
supply advisers, officers, and equipment for the establishment of 
internal order; there was to be joint Anglo-Persian enterprise in 
building railways and improving communications generally; 
and Persia was to receive a loan of -£2,000,000. The draft was 
generally well received in Persia except by the extreme 'Democrats’, 
the most conservative mujtahids (Shi’i divines), and the Russian- 
officered Cossack Brigade. The Persian Prime Minister could 
probably have got the draft Agreement ratified by the Majlis 
(parliament) had he presented it immediately, but he procrasti- 

1 Sir Bernard Pares pertinently compared Britain’s reaction to the French 
armistice in 1940 (Russia (1941), 109). 

2 Cox, in Gertrude Bell* s Letter s y II, 521. 

3 The Persian delegation to the Peace Conference had unsuccessfully de- 
manded the cession to Persia of Transcaucasia including the Baku oil-region, 
Turkish Kurdistan, part of Iraq, and Turkestan as far as the Oxus, in spite of 
the fact that she had no army capable of defending even her existing territories. 
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nated and allowed the opposition, which now regarded victor- 
ious Britain as a greater menace than defeated Russia, to gather 
strength. 

By the end of 1919 Trotsky had organized the Red armies and 
broken the threat of the counter-revolutionary Whites. Under 
trades-union pressure Britain had ceased her active intervention 
against the Bolsheviks, and in the spring of 1920 the British forces 
were withdrawn from Transcaucasia. In April the anti-Bolshevik 
republic of Azerbaijan collapsed, and Soviet troops entered Persian 
territory. With their support a group of Persian communists set 
up a Soviet government in the Caspian province of Gilan. Persian 
politicians, impressed by the proximity and the strength of the 
Russians, became more and more non-committal about the draft 
agreement with Britain. There was an inspired press-campaign 
in favour of Bolshevism, the semi-official Iran declaring that its 
doctrines closely resembled the pure gospel of Islam. The Cossack 
Brigade, the only organized troops in North Persia, was defeated 
by the Reds, and the whole country seemed at their mercy; but at 
this stage an outstanding and determined officer Riza Khan, as- 
sumed command of the Cossack Brigade. In February 1921 he 
marched on Tehran and arrested the cabinet. The new government 
promptly denounced the draft agreement with Britain, and instead 
accepted the generous terms offered by the Russians. In the 
Soviet-Persian Agreement signed in Moscow the Russian govern- 
ment renounced all concessions made to the Tsarist government, 
on condition that they should not be transferred to any other 
Power. All debts to the Tsarist government or to Russian capital- 
ists were cancelled, and Russian capitulatory rights abolished. 
Each party undertook to prohibit organizations conspiring against 
the other party. Russia undertook to observe Persian sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, and in return Russian troops were to be 
allowed to enter Persian territory, if Persia were unable to prevent 
a third party from preparing an invasion of Russia on Persian soil. 
The Russians followed up this success by making treaties of mutual 
assistance against ‘an imperialist state which follows a policy of in- 
vading and exploiting the East’ with the nationalist Turkey of 
Mustafa Kemal and the nationalist Afghanistan of King Amanul- 
lah, both of whom had recently been in conflict with Britain. As a 
token of goodwill the Russians handed back to Turkey the frontier- 
provinces of Kars and Ardahan which the Tsars had annexed. 



Russia and the Middle East 


253 


(3) The Inter-War Period , 1921-39 

In the Treaty of Lausanne of 1923 which established the inde- 
pendence of nationalist Turkey and regulated her relations with 
the Western Powers, she had to concede the demilitarization of 
the Zone of the Straits: the warships of all nations, with slight 
restrictions, were free to enter the Black Sea. This was obnoxious 
not only to Turkey, as limiting her sovereignty, but also to Russia, 
as exposing her Black Sea coast to the threat or an enemy navy; and 
in 1925, while Turkey was involved in the acute dispute with 
Britain and Iraq over the possession of the villayet of Mosul, 
Russia concluded with her a new Treaty of Friendship and 
Neutrality. Though official relations between Russia and Turkey 
remained cordial and the Russians gave some technical help with 
the industrialization of Turkey, there was little contact or cultural 
interchange between the two peoples. The Turkish dictatorship 
permitted the works of Marx and Lenin to be read, but imprisoned 
active Communists under laws which forbade associations with 
the purpose of propagating ideas of cl ass distinction or of class con- 
flict, or with internationalist intentions. 1 In 1936, when Italy 
had emerged as the aggressive naval power which threatened the 
status quo in the Mediterranean, Turkey proposed to the signatories 
of the Treaty of Lausanne that the regime of the Straits needed 
revision, and obtained important concessions in the Montreux 
Convention. She was now allowed to fortify the Straits, and in 
time of war to close them to the warships of all Powers, unless 
acting under the Covenant of the League of Nations. A com- 
promise was thus reached between the Russian claim for wide 
discrimination in favour of Black Sea Powers, and the British argu- 
ment that the Straits should be equally open or equally closed to 
the warships of all Powers. 2 In the early summer of 193 9, when 
Turkey entered into pacts with Britain and France directed primar- 
ily against Fascist Italy, Izvestia welcomed them as ‘links in the 
chain which is the only sure means of preventing the extension of 
aggression to new parts of Europe’. 

In Persia Riza Shah, like Ataturk, followed a strongly nationalist 
and anti-foreign policy, and his commercial relations with Russia 

1 Arts. 66 and 69 of the People’s Party Programme. 

2 Survey of International Affairs , 1936, Part IV (i). 
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were darkened from time to time by embargoes and boycotts. 
However, Russia supported him in his dispute with the Anglo- 
Iranian Oil Co. in 1932, and by 1936 she was taking 28 per cent, of 
Persia’s exports and supplying 30 per cent, ofher imports. ‘Russian 
engineers and technicians began to pour into the country. Russian 
contracts were obtained for flour-mills and bakeries, granaries and 
workshops. Russian surveyors were employed on new road- 
projects, and Russian pilots and tank-experts began to appear in 
unusually large numbers.’ 1 

During this period the Soviet government was not in diplo- 
matic relations with any of the other Middle Eastern countries, 
and her connexion with them was virtually confined to the en- 
couragement given by the Comintern to the embryonic Commun- 
ist parties in those countries. The conservative governments of 
the Middle East, whether mandatory or nominally independent, 
were strongly opposed to Communism, and Egypt went so far as 
to deprive ofhis nationality any Egyptian who visited the U.S.S.R. 

* * * 

(4) The period of ‘Friendship’ with Germany, 1939-41 

In August 1939 the Soviet government, having reached the con- 
clusion that Britain and France could not be brought to an alliance 
on its somewhat exacting terms, preferred to do a deal with Ger- 
many, and Molotov concluded with Ribbentrop the opportunist 
and cynical Treaty of Friendship and Non-Aggression. In further- 
ance of its new friendship with Hitler, the Soviet government con- 
cluded a new commercial treaty with Persia in March 1940, which 
allowed Persian goods in transit to Germany to cross Russia duty- 
free, and so assisted the greatly increased German trade with 
Persia. The Turkish Foreign Minister had been in Moscow at the 
time of the signing of the Treaty with Germany, but failed to reach 
an understanding with Molotov, who required as the price 
of a Black Sea mutual-assistance pact that die Turks should in 
all circumstances keep the Straits closed to the warships of any 
nation hostile to the U.S.S.R.; and this the Turkish government 
held to be inconsistent with their agreements with Britain and 

1 Elwell- Sutton, op. cit., 162. Germany, Persia’s second-largest customer, 
took in 1936 1 3 per cent, of her exports and supplied 15 per cent, of her imports. 
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France. The Soviet press thereupon linked together Italy and 
Turkey as attempting to disturb the peace of the Balkans. Anti- 
Soviet feeling in Turkey was stimulated by the Soviet invasion of 
Finland, since Turkish theorists were aware of the distant con- 
nexion between the Finnish and Turkish languages. Following 
the German publication of captured French documents in July 
1940, the Soviet accused the Turkish government of conniving at 
Anglo-French plans, now revealed, for bombing the Caucasian 
oilfields and the pipeline to Batum, as a potential source of supply 
to Germany. At the Hitler-Molotov meeting in November 
1940 the Russians, according to the captured German minutes, 
asked for the control of the Straits, as well as for the right to 
expand ‘south of Batum and Baku’. 1 In March 1941, when Hitler 
was on the point of invading Jugoslavia and Greece, Russia 
assured the Turks of her neutrality. Her establishment in May of 
diplomatic relations with Rashid AH’s government in Iraq, when 
it was already in armed conflict with the British, who for their 
part had warned the Russians of Hitler’s preparations to invade 
them, is an incident whose significance has not yet been clarified. 

★ ★ ★ 

(5) The War, 1941-5 

After the Anglo-Russian invasion of Persia in August 1941, the 
northern zone which came under Russian military occupation was 
withdrawn behind the now familiar ‘iron curtain’: the Persian 
government’s authority ceased to be effective there, and British 
and American officers found great difficulty in entering the Rus- 
sian zone even on official business. The American Dr. A. C. Mills- 
paugh, then Administrator-General of the Finances of Persia, has 
accused the Soviet government of seeking a ‘thorough-going and 
exclusive domination over the entire country. . . . They intended 
that Persia should be a puppet-state, and until that end was attained, 
the Soviet government would not be interested in stability or good 
government in Persia. Chaos served their purpose better than 
order. They wanted the kind of government that could be pur- 
chased, hoodwinked, or intimidated.’ 2 In Tehran the Tudeh or 

1 Nazi-Soviet Relations, 1939-1941. (U.S. State Department, 1948), 217 ff. 

2 Americans in Persia (Washington, D.C., 1946). 
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Workers’ Party came to life, with an ostensibly moderate socialist 
programme. It did not originally have obvious connexions with 
the Russians, but unsuccessfully sought the support of the British 
Embassy; some of its leaders were, however, men who had taken 
part in the shortlived Soviet Republic of Gilan twenty years before, 
and had since lived in exile in the U.S.S.R. It formed trades-unions 
in the principal industrial cities of Tehran, Tabriz, and Isfahan, and 
obtained for the workers some concessions from their employers; 
but from 1943 onwards it became openly the pro-Russian party. 1 
In March 1944 the Persian government rejected applications by 
representatives of British and American oil-companies for con- 
cessions in south-east Persia, and on 2 September the cabinet re- 
solved that it would make no concessions to any foreign oil com- 
pany until the foreign armies had been withdrawn from Persian 
soil. Only four days afterwards the Persian Ambassador in Mos- 
cow informed his government that the Assistant Commissar for 
Foreign Affairs, Kavtaradze, wished to discuss with the Persian 
government an old oil-concession in Khurasan, which had been 
registered in 1925 as a Persian company financed by the Soviet 
government; the Majlis had, however, never ratified this concession, 
and n o oil had in fact been found. M. Kavtaradze arrived in Tehran 
a week later and asked for a five-years’ exploratory concession for 
almost the whole of North Persia. When the Persian government 
demurred, it became the object of a violent propaganda attack 
from the Tudeh party, and M. Kavtaradze issued thinly-veiled 
threats at his press-conferences. Weeks passed without the nego- 
tiations reaching any conclusion; and on 2 December the Majlis 
finally screwed up its courage, and rushed through a bill prescribing 
a penalty, of eight years imprisonment for any minister - or official 
who approved an oil-concession to any foreign company before the 
end of the foreign occupation of Persia. M. Kavtaradze had to 
return to Moscow without achieving his object. During 1945 the 
attitude of the Soviet military to the Persian authorities in the 
northern provinces became increasingly unco-operative. 2 

Following the Anglo-Russian Alliance of June 1941, the two 
Powers sought to reassure Turkey in August by guaranteeing their 
loyalty to the Montreux Convention, declaring that they had no 

1 On the combination of ‘half-baked’ ideologues and genuine would-be 
reformers in the Tudeh membership, see A. C. Edwards, in International 
Affairs , XXIII (1947), 54 f. 

2 For details, see A. K. S. Lambton, International Affairs } XXII (1946). 265 ff. 



Russia and the Middle East 257 

aggressive designs nor any demands to formulate in regard to the 
Straits, and pledging themselves to respect the territorial integrity 
of Turkey. As long as the Russians were on the defensive against 
the Germans, Russian leaders hinted at rewarding Turkey with 
territorial acquisitions at the expense of Bulgaria, Greece, and 
Syria. 1 Public opinion in Turkey, however, had not been sorry to 
see the Germans invade the U.S.S.R. It had come to regard both 
the German and, after the invasion of Finland, the Russian armies as 
potential threats to the integrity of Turkey, and was gratified to 
see them destroying each other; as a popular slogan put it, ‘The 
Germans in the hospital and the Russians in the grave’. The Pan- 
Turanian irredentists, who dreamed of forming a confederation 
under the leadership of the Turkish Republic of all the Turkish 
peoples of Russian and Chinese Turkestan, ‘regarded as inevitable 
the defeat and disintegration of the U.S.S.R. and were confident 
that the liberation of Russian Turkestan was at hand. When, how- 
ever, it was the Germans, and not the Russians, who suffered defeat, 
the Turkish authorities appear to have decided that it would be 
politic to suppress the pan-Turanians, thinking no doubt that the 
denunciation of the movement and the arrest and trial of its leaders 
would gain them good marks in Moscow. The proceedings in 
1944 received the greatest possible publicity. Moscow, however, 
was far from being impressed. In fact the Russians regarded the 
whole affair as so much eyewash, and did not hesitate to say so in 
their press and radio.’ 2 They began to assail the Turks for the 
economic aid they had given to the Germans — concessions which, 
in fact, the Turkish government had felt constrained to make in 
order to maintain its precarious neutrality, with the German troops 
occupying the line of the Maritza only 130 miles from Istanbul. In 
March 1945 the Soviet government denounced the twenty-year- 
old Turco-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Neutrality. 

* * * 

(6) The Post-War Period . 

It appears that when in June 1945, one month after the close of 
the war in Europe, the Turks approached the Soviet government 

1 Times correspondent in Turkey, 3 April 1947. 

2 A. C. Edwards in International Affairs , July 1946, 398, 
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for a new treaty of alliance, they were informed that this was condi- 
tional on the establishment of a new regime for the Straits, and also 
on the return to Russia of the provinces of Kars and Ardahan, 
which she had voluntarily restored to Turkey in 1921; apparently 
she now hoped to find oil there. At his speech at Fulton (Missouri) 
in March 1946 Mr. Churchill disclosed that at the Potsdam Con- 
ference the U.S.A. and Britain offered Russia a joint guarantee of 
the complete freedom of the Straits in peace and war; ‘but we 
were told that this was not enough. Russia must have a fortress in- 
side the Straits from which she could dominate Istanbul’. In the 
months that followed, Armenians, both within the Soviet Re- 
public of Armenia and in other parts of the world, were encouraged 
to make propaganda for the return to Russia of Kars and Ardahan. 
InDecember 1945 the Soviet press and radio gave wide publicity to 
the claim put forward by Georgian professors to a coastal belt of 
north-eastern Turkey some 180 miles in length, on the grounds 
that this had been Georgian territory 2,000 years ago. The Soviet 
propaganda contained sinister hints that she desired to see in 
Turkey a ‘government inspiring greater confidence’ than the exist- 
ing one; and any signs of a rapprochement between Turkey and the 
Arab League were strongly denounced. In August 1946 the Soviet 
government made positive proposals for the revision of the Mon- 
treux Convention, the essential point being that ‘The Soviet 
Union and Turkey, as the Powers most interested in and cap- 
able of ensuring the freedom of merchant shipping in the Straits, 
should organize by joint means the defence of the Straits in order 
to prevent their use by other states for purposes hostile to Black Sea 
Powers.’ Next month, to the accompaniment of propaganda 
charges that the Turks had allowed Britain to establish military 
bases in the neighbourhood of the Straits, the Russians delivered a 
second Note, rejecting the Turkish proposal of an international 
conference of the signatories of the Montreux Convention and the 
U.S.A., and warning them that any attempt to bring in the U.S.A. 
or Britain, would, of course, run directly contrary to the security 
interests of the Black Sea Powers. Towards the end of November 
the Communist bands which had for some months been harassing 
Northern Greece, with the connivance of the Russian satellite- 
states in the Balkans, began to operate close to the Turkish frontier. 
Turkish garrisons were accordingly strengthened, and a home- 
guard organized in every village in the frontier district. In mid- 
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December the Istanbul police arrested over seventy persons be- 
longing to two ‘Socialist’ parties, suppressing the parties and six 
newspapers and periodicals published by them. The American 
offer of financial aid to Greece and Turkey in March 1947 greatly 
changed the strategic situation on this important sector of the 
Russian war-of-nerves. While Pravda denounced the American 
action as ‘the liquidation of Greek and Turkish sovereignty and the 
brutal establishment of American hegemony’, the Turks were at 
once relieved of the ‘crushing sense of insecurity and isolation’ 1 
which had subjected them during the past two years to the econo- 
mic and psychological strain of keeping under arms one million 
men who had already been kept mobilized throughout the war. 
When the steady consolidation of Russian power in the Balkans 
caused a member of the Democratic party on 22 December to 
inquire about Turkey’s attitude to the two great ideological blocs, 
Foreign Minister Hasan Saka replied that Turkey remained loyal 
to the United Nations and refused to be drawn into ideological 
quarrels; her policy was to rely on her own forces, to grasp hands 
extended in a spirit of friendship, and to resist with all her strength 
aggression from any quarter. This unexpectedly non-committal 
statement gave rise to some concern in Ankara; 2 and it produced, 
as it was perhaps designed to do, an announcement from die U.S. 
Navy Department on 9 January 1948 that fifteen warships, 
including four modem submarines, would be handed over to 
Turkey in April. 

In October 1945 a new ‘Democratic Party’ was formed in 
Azerbaijan, the richest province of Persia, which produces the 
bulk of its grain and contains about one-third the total population 
of the country. The province had been under Soviet occupation 
since 1941, and it appeared that a considerable number of Com- 
munists had been introduced from Soviet Azerbaijan, divided 
from Persian Azerbaijan only by an arbitrary frontier and not by 
any linguistic or cultural differences. The new party was led by 
Ja’far Pishevari, who had taken part in the formation of the Soviet 
Republic of Gilan in 1920 and had returned to Persia with the 
Soviet army in 1941. All the local members of the Tudeh joined 
the new party and there followed an armed revolt of a peculiar 
kind. ‘A few Russians in a town or village would let it be known 


1 Renter's Correspondent, Istanbul, 19 March 1947. 

2 Observer special correspondent, 4 January 1948. 
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that the Democrats were taking over the administration, and that 
they would not tolerate intervention from the government 
gendarmes or anyone else. Then at night the armed Democrats 
would enter the few key-buildings and take over. Sometimes 
there would be a little shooting, and a few gendarmes or other 
opponents killed. In the morning the mass of Democrats would 
arrive, singing and with banners, and would take over. Through- 
out, the Russians remained discreetly in the background.’ 1 The 
active Democrats, who with their supporters numbered only 
about xo per cent, of the population, advanced southwards on the 
provincial capital of Tabriz. Its Persian garrison of 400 men was 
confined to barracks by the Russian military authorities and 
capitulated to the Democrats on 15 December. An autonomous 
State of Azerbaijan was proclaimed under the leadership of 
Pishevari. According to Moscow radio, it had been ‘elected by a 
free vote’. While it recognized private property as legitimate, it 
undertook to confiscate and share out among the peasants the 
estates of ‘reactionary landlords who have fled the province’. 
Credits would be made available to peasants to buy land from land- 
lords ‘willing to sell at reasonable prices’. The Persian government, 
receiving no reply to its proposal to the Soviet government to 
negotiate over Azerbaijan, appealed to the Security Council. 
When the case came up on 28 January 1946 M. Vyshinsky stated 
that the Persian government had broken off previous negotiations 
early in December, and that Russia was now ready to continue 
them. The Council accordingly resolved that the two parties 
should inform it of the results of their negotiations. In the mean- 
time, however, the seventy-two-ycar-old Persian Prime Minis ter, 
who had been subject to increasing left-wing pressure to dismiss 
a number of cabinet ministers and other officials who were alleged 
to be under British influence, had resigned. The Majlis elected as 
his successor, by the narrow margin of fifty-cwo votes to fifty-one 
Qavam as-Sultana, a wealthy owner of lands in Azerbaijan. When 
he was previously Prime Minister early in 1942 there was reason 
to believe that he took some steps towards ‘reinsurance’ with the 
Germans; and now it was generally expected that, while taking a 
strong line with any internal opposition, the ‘ancient equivocator’ 2 
would seek a reasonable compromise with the Russians. The 

1 Jon Kimche, in Tribune , 18 January 1946. 

2 Robert Stephens, Observer , 24 November 1946, 
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Soviet Embassy in Tehran, which had for several weeks avoided 
contact with the previous Prime Minister, promptly paid courtesy 
visits to Qavam; and on their invitation he set off for Moscow on 
19 February at the head of a carefully-picked mission. While 
American and British troops were withdrawn before 2 March, the 
day appointed for the withdrawal of all foreign troops from 
Persia, the Soviet radio announced on 1 March, while Qavam was 
still negotiating in Moscow, that Russian troops would be with- 
drawn ‘from those parts of Persia which are undisturbed; those in 
other areas would remain pending a clarification of the situation’. 
Qavam returned to Persia without reaching any agreement; but on 
3 April the Persian delegate informed the Security Council that ten 
days previously the Soviet Ambassador had informed the Persian 
government that the Red Army would begin its evacuation im- 
mediately and complete it in five to six weeks; he had also proposed 
a joint Soviet-Persian oil corporation and an autonomous govern- 
ment for Azerbaijan. On 5 April an agreement was signed setting 
up a joint oil-company in North Persia for a period of fifty years. 
For the first twenty-five years Russia was to own 51 percent, ofthe 
shares, to pay the costs of prospecting and provide the machinery, 
and in return receive half the oil. Persia was to be free to dispose of 
the other half, but for geographical reasons Russia would be the 
most likely buyer. Concessions to other Powers in North Persia 
were barred. 1 The evacuation of British troops duly began, and an 
Azerbaijani mission led by Pishevari arrived in Tehran for talks 
with the Persian government. Qavam had meanwhile been sup- 
pressing the most actively anti-Russian elements in Persian political 
life, threatening in a radio speech to ‘destroy them like harmful 
insects’. His negotiations with the Azerbaijanis were none the less 
difficult, since at the first obstacle that presented itself Tabriz radio 
announced a treaty of mutual assistance with the ‘national govern- 
ment’ of Persian Kurdistan, where unruly tribes had with Russian 
support been, in revolt against the central government for some 
years. When a second deadlock was reached, the Persian spokes- 
man having informed the Security Council that his government 
was unable to confirm the Russian evacuation of Azerbaijan as it 
did not exercise effective authority there, pressure was again 
exerted on it through a Tabriz radio allegation of a Persian armed 
attack and the proclamation of a military government in Azer- 
1 Times Tehran correspondent, 11 July 1947, 
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baijan. Agreement was, however, finally reached in June: Azer- 
baijan was to have an autonomous provincial council, with a 
governor-general appointed by the central government; it was to 
retain three-quarters of the provincial revenues; its 'national army’ 
was to come under the command of the Persian army, details being 
worked out by a joint commission. While, therefore, the central 
government received acknowledgment of its dejure authority in 
Azerbaijan, the 'Democrats’ remained in actual control; and for 
five months the name of the province disappeared from the news- 
paper-headlines. The Soviet propaganda-machine had, however, 
been carrying on a campaign against the Anglo-Iranian Oil Co. in 
South Persia for some time. It was accused of encouraging opium- 
smoking among its Persian workers in order to render them in- 
sensible of their poverty, and Pravda righteously remarked that 
'the brazen and imperious behaviour of the British oil company is 
an example of disrespect for the sovereignty of a small country’. 
In July the local Tudeh party organized a political strike of 100,000 
of the oil-company’s workers, and seventeen people were killed in a 
clash between Tudeh adherents and Arab workers. Simultaneously 
the Iraq Petroleum Co. had to deal with a strike at Kirkuk, in which 
five people were killed in a clash between strikers and police. Evi- 
dently this was the beginning of a typical 'softening-up’ process, 
but the despatch of a brigade group of troops from India to Basra 
prevented further developments. In September the Persian Pro- 
paganda Minister, Prince Muza far Firuz, who had shown himself 
outspokenly pro-Russian in recent months, announced that while 
visiting Isfahan he had unearthed a separatist plot among the chiefs 
of the powerful Bakhtiari tribe to set up with foreign help a 'reac- 
tionary feudal tribal government’. Moscow radio named two 
British consular officials whom it accused of inciting the Bakhtiari 
to revolt, and the Persian Ambassador in London asked the Foreign 
Office to inquire into their conduct; but evidence in support of 
these allegations was not forthcoming from the Persian govern- 
ment. Later in September the great Qashqai tribe revolted in Fars 
province, seizing the provincial capital of Shiraz and the port of 
Bushire; simultaneously the Arab tribal chiefs of Khuzistan 
province appealed to the Arab League for protection against Per- 
sian oppression. The Qashqai chiefs demanded the creation of an 
autonomous provincial council with the right to retain two thirds 
of the provincial revenues, and to approve or veto the appointment 
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of officials; they also called for the resignation of the Persian cabi- 
net, except for Qavam himself, and the release of the arrested 
Bakhtiari chiefs. It was evident that the southern tribal chiefs, see- 
ing the apparent drift of the Persian government towards sub- 
servience on Russia, had decided to strike in defence of their own 
traditional authority against the Tudeh, which had been strong 
enough in Tehran to muster some 50,000 adherents for the May 
Day labour demonstration and had been given three seats in the 
cabinet early in August. Warned by these ominous signs of pro- 
vincial disintegration, and by appeals from merchants and muj- 
tahids to protect the country from foreign ideologies and end the 
coalition with the Tudeh and the Azerbaijani Democrats, the 
Prime Minister decided that it was time to ‘hedge’. In mid-October 
he pacified the Qashqai rebels by dropping from his cabinet the 
three Tudeh representatives and Prince Firuz, whom he appro- 
priately appointed Ambassador to Moscow. He then turned to 
the question of general elections for a new Majlis, having dissolved 
the previous one in March. The Tudeh wanted them at once, in 
order that the new Majlis might ratify the all-important Soviet- 
Persian oil agreement. The Prime Minister at length announced 
that they , would begin on 7 December, under the supervision of 
government forces throughout the country in order to ensure 
freedom of voting and suppress possible disturbances. The 
Governor-General of Azerbaijan was informed that government 
forces would enter his province also for that purpose. Despite the 
protests of the Azerbaijani provincial council and a call to arms, the 
government troops crossed the provincial border on xo December. 
They met with only slight opposition, since the ‘Democrat’ forces 
were found to be ill-equipped and undisciplined, and there were 
many desertions. Tabriz was occupied, evidently to the hearty 
satisfaction of the overwhelming majority of the population. 
Some of the ‘Democrat’ leaders, including Pishevari himself, fled 
over the border into Soviet territory. The Soviet propaganda 
treated the collapse of their puppet with remarkably little concern, 
waiting evidently for Persian ratification of the proposed oil- 
concession. Persian elections, are, however, a leisurely process, 
and the new Majlis was not ready for official duties till 26 August 
1947. By that time the United States’ attitude towards the Soviet 
forward policy, which had been hesitant in the last year of the 
war and overlaid immediately after the war by the popular 
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emand to ‘bring the boys home’, had taken firm shape in the 
Truman Doctrine’s support of Greek and Turkish independence. 
Already in March 1946 the Soviet Union’s violation of the Anglo- 
American-Soviet undertaking to evacuate their troops from Persia 
had brought the United States squarely against her at the Security 
Council. Thenceforward the United States and British Ambassa- 
dors at Tehran had supported Qavam as-Sultana against the 
Tudeh party and their Soviet mentors, while an American colonel 
supervised the organization of the Persian gendarmerie and on 
20 June 1947 Persia received an American military credit of 
$25 millions. When the new Majlis met, the Soviet renewed 
their pressure for the ratification of the draft oil agreement of 
April 1946. The British Government, mindful of Persian national- 
ist hostility towards the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company’s concession 
in Southern Persia, suggested that if the Majlis saw fit to reject 
the Soviet draft ‘the Persian Government might be well advised to 
leave the door open for further discussions’, rather than give a 
blank refusal. 1 The United States Ambassador, on the other hand, 
publicly offered more uncompromising advice. On 22 October 
1947 the Majlis, by 102 votes against 2, declared the draft agree- 
ment null and void and drove Qavam from office in December. 
The Soviet Union had thus been completely ‘outsmarted’ in the 
Persian poker-game that she had initiated almost as soon as her 
armies had begun to gain the upper hand over the Germans in 
1943. She was now reduced to launching against the Persian 
Government a series of minatory Notes, accusing them of allow- 
ing the United States to establish military bases in their country 
and reminding them of the Soviet right, under the 1921 Treaty, 
to send troops into Persia ‘if a third party should desire to use 
Persian territory as a base for operations against Russia’. The 
Tudeh party had meanwhile been firmly suppressed by legal pro- 
cess and police action; and its membership, greatly inflated by 
opportunists during the days of its apparent success, had shrunk 
to a small nucleus of convinced adherents: in other words, the 
Communist party in Persia had gone ‘underground’. However, 
economic conditions deteriorated in 1949, largely on account of 
the shortcomings of the administration and the ‘general ineffici- 
ency and corruption’ of private industry, 2 and a rallying of sup- 

1 The Times diplomatic correspondent, 15 September 1947. 

2 M. Philips Price, M.P., Manchester Guardian , 7, 9, and 16 October 1950. 
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port to the Tudeh was feared. To remedy the situation, the 
United States and British Governments reaffirmed on 19 May 
1950 their concern for the independence, integrity, and security 
of Persia (together with Greece and Turkey); the State Depart- 
ment transferred to Tehran its Ambassador to Greece, who had 
had experience of Communist methods there; and in July the 
young Shah of Persia, exasperated by the selfish dilatoriness and 
muddling of the professional politicians, entrusted the formation 
of a government to the competent Chief of General Staff, General 
Razmara. The Soviet Union’s response to these moves was to 
propose to the Persian Government the resumption of commercial 
negotiations, exploiting Persian dissatisfaction with United States 
financial aid. An agreement was concluded on 4 November, for 
the exchange of fj] million worth of goods and further negotia- 
tion over Persian credits sequestered in Russia since die end of 
the war. 

As a result of her wartime alliance with Britain, Russia was able 
for the first time to open legations in the Middle Eastern capitals — 
Cairo, Beirut and Damascus, Baghdad. In this new international 
relationship it was no longer possible for Middle Eastern govern- 
ments to repress left-wing movements as indiscriminately as 
hitherto; the prestige won by the Red Armies in the war caused a 
considerable increase in the membership of left-wing parties in the 
Middle East; and in Egypt Nahhas welcomed the establishment of 
a Russian Legation, which might enable him to drive a harder 
bargain with Britain in the future. The tone of Soviet propaganda 
was critical of the Arab League, as a British creation representing 
in the main conservative interests; but it was always ready to abet 
the nationalists in their efforts to throw off British influence, and 
in Egypt, Iraq, Palestine, and Cyprus left-wing parties were quick 
to adopt such catchwords as ‘national’, ‘liberation’, and ‘demo- 
cratic’ in their titles. An experienced observer recently said: ‘I 
should say Communism follows three lines in Syria. There is the 
orthodox ideological appeal of Marxism to the workers and the 
peasants, and I think the lack of success which they have had is 
quite remarkable in the circumstances. I think if I were a Syrian 
factory-worker I should be much more interested in Communism 
than most of them seem to be. I suppose the basic failure is the 
fact of conservatism through all that part of the world, reinforced 
by constant and systematic opposition on the part of the Muslim 
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authorities. The orthodox appeal is not getting anywhere. There 
has been a very definite appeal to the nationalist ambitions of 
certain minority groups, specifically by turns the Kurds, the 
Armenians, and the Assyrians. They have got very little distance 
with the Assyrians, so far as I know. The Armenians and Kurds 
have discovered that the promises separately offered them overlap, 
and that has rather tended to cancel them out. There is the third 
line of approach, which is essentially not Communism at all, but 
the building of a fifth column for Russia, using Communist 
terminology. There is no doubt in my mind that a considerable 
system of cells is being built up in Syria, consisting chiefly of the 
disgruntled white-collar workers, teachers, doctors, lawyers, of 
the type who have not had what they consider justice at the hands 
of the Government or society, and who would welcome the 
chance to be somebody, and the Communist appeal knows how 
to build up such men to a remarkable degree 

There is little doubt that immediately after the war, in the Arab 
countries as in Turkey and Persia, Soviet policy set out to assess 
the degree of British post-war weakness by encouraging political 
agitation, but did not have the means to back it when it came up 
against serious resistance. At the time Isma’il Sidqi incurred con- 
siderable abuse from ‘liberals’ for his ‘dictatorial’ action against 
left-wing agitators in Egypt in July 1946 (and certainly a sub- 
stantial number of people who could by no stretch of the imagina- 
tion be called Communists came under his somewhat indiscrim- 
inate ban, though most of them were soon released). The fact 
remains, however, that for several months beforehand the Wafdist 
opposition, extreme nationalists, and left-wing organizations had 
combined in an unscrupulous campaign of agitation and terror- 
ism, whose purpose was not only to wreck the negotiations with 
Britain but to bring down the Egyptian Government and force 
new elections. In this congenial exercise they were probably 
assisted by Soviet agents, and certainly cheered on by the Com- 
munist world-press. The manifesto issued by the ‘Workers’ Com- 
mittee for National Liberation’, that had been formed by a group 
of left-wing organizers immediately after their return from the 
Paris conference of the Communist-directed World Federation 
of Trade Unions in September 1945, included among its aims ‘To 
rescue Egypt from the occupying Power by working for the 
complete independence of the Nile Valley and winning her a 
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place among the democratic States’; and on 13 July 1946, in an 
article entitled ‘Fascism in Egypt; Under Bevin’s Flail’, L’Humanite 
wrote: ‘It is evident that the standard-of-living of the masses can 
be raised only by redoubling the trade-union and anti-imperialist 
struggle. . . . The strikes, which have been numerous in recent 
months ... are more and more assuming a political character: 
to their material demands the Egyptian workers join the struggle 
for the complete evacuation by the British of Egypt and the 
Sudan, the release of the imprisoned trades-unionist militants, and 
democratic rights. . . 

In fact, the Soviet post-war drive in the Middle East was a 
failure almost everywhere, for it probably oyerestimated the 
amount of support it would receive from the local population 
and certainly underestimated the tenacity with which the British 
Labour Government would defend imperial interests and the 
alacrity with which the United States would take over responsi- 
bilities which Britain was no longer able to carry. 1 At the begin- 
ning of 1946 the Soviet Union had seemed in a fair way to absorb 
the whole of Persia into her orbit; by the summer she had been 
forced to reduce her pretensions to an oil-concession in the five 
northern provinces (which she might well have obtained with the 
agreement of Britain and the United States if she had chosen the 
way of co-operation instead of suspicion and hostility); by the 
end of 1947 the Persian Parliament had slammed the door in her 
face, and she could do precisely nothing about it. Recognizing 
that she had nothing to expect in the short term from the Arab 
world, she reversed her traditional attitude to Zionism (‘an instru- 
ment of bourgeois imperialism’) and supported the Zionist claims 
before the United Nations. She thus achieved the desired result 
of securing the ending of the British mandate for Palestine, but 
only because the Zionists had the more influential support of the 
United States; and since independence was achieved, Israel’s policy 
of neutrality gradually leaned to the West, partly out of financial 

1 While Ephraim A. Speiser could write in 1946, ‘It would be unfortunate 
if our interests and policy in the Near East were to remain in a state of permanent 
vassalage to Britain. . . . An independent American policy . . . would not 
necessarily be a pro- Russian policy . . ( The United States and the Near East, 

pp. 230-1), Dr. H. L. Hoskins had already asked ‘whether . . . the United 
States can afford now, any more than Great Britain could formerly, to contem- 
plate the entrenchment of the Soviet Union in strategic positions along that 
vital line extending from the Mediterranean to India’ (The New Era of Power 
Politics (Foreign Policy Association, May-June 1946)). 
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necessity, partly because of the Eastern bloc’s obstruction of 
Jewish emigration to Israel, and partly because of the crass self- 
centredness of Soviet policy. The miscarriage of the draft Anglo- 
Iraqi Treaty of Portsmouth in January 1948, aborted by a com- 
bination of Iraqi right-wing and left-wing extremists, may be 
counted as a limited success for Soviet policy; but by 1949 Anglo- 
Iraqi relations had once again assumed a more cordial tenor. By 
1950 the Soviet-inspired ‘Partisans of Peace’ campaign was finding 
numbers of influential adherents among Middle Eastern intel- 
lectuals uncritically opposed to Western ‘imperialism’; and the 
British and American efforts to consolidate the Arab world and 
Persia into a Middle East defence organization with Turkey was 
systematically opposed by these ‘fellow-travellers’. Their cam- 
paign, however, had little more than nuisance-value. While it 
frustrated the over-sanguine Western hopes, it did not immedi- 
ately threaten the Western position in the Middle East; and the 
relatively low temperature of the ‘cold war’ in this region (when 
compared with the Berlin Blockade or the Korean War) may be 
ascribed partly to Soviet preoccupation with East-Central Europe 
and with the Far East, and partly to the slow decline in Stalin’s 
mental vigour during his last years. 

The dramatic return to a more active Middle Eastern policy, 
effected by Stalin’s successors two years after his death, is des- 
cribed in its Middle Eastern context in the next chapter 1 ; but it 
may be remarked here that during these years of relative quiet 
Soviet propaganda had not only continued to use the traditional 
Russian connexions with the Orthodox and Armenian Churches 
in the Eastern Mediterranean countries: it had also made a remark- 
able conquest of the extremer elements among the Muslim 
majority in the Arab world, and had thus made nonsense of the 
facile, though oft-repeated, assertion that Islam was ‘a safe 
stronghold’ against that ‘prince of ill’, 2 Communism! As my 
colleague, Dr. Nabih Faris (who, I think, might fairly be des- 
cribed as an Arab National-Christian 3 ), has recently put it: 4 


1 See p. 281. 

2 Martin Luther: Ein' feste Burg , trans. Thos. Carlyle. 

3 Luther being a German National-Christian. 

4 ‘Islam and the Appeals of Communism’, Middle East Forum. (Beirut), 
Summer 1956, vol. xxxi, no. 8, p. 9; being a simplification of a longer essay, 
‘The Islamic Community and Communism’, The Islamic Review (Woking, 
England), June 1956, vol. xliv, no. 6, pp. 28-31. 
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Communism and Islam are alike in their understanding of the nature 
of evil. There is no conception of original sin in the Muslim religion. 
If man is evil, it is because of external factors — not because of anything 
inherent in man himself Modern Muslim writers have emphasized 
that an unbalance in certain forces causes the ills of modern life. One 
wrote in 1951 that ‘the perfect society can be hoped for by the estab- 
lishment of the external order within which, and apart from inward 
human change, it can be actualized 7 . The parallel is obvious here with 
the Communist ideal of a utopia under the classless society to appear 
after the withering away of the state. . . . 

The legacy of ill-will between East and West which began with 
the Crusades still remains with many Muslims. Naturally it received 
a tremendous boost from the colonialism of the West. The average 
Muslim has come to view the West as his mortal foe. Every action 
taken in the West is suspected of being an attack on his religion, society, 
institutions, or homeland. Hence many Muslims are understandably 
delighted when the West encounters difficulties. This tendency has 
created, especially among intellectuals, many who might be called 
‘spite communists’. When intellectuals, alive to the sufferings of their 
co-religionaries from poverty, ignorance, and tyranny, shift their 
attention from the spiritual to the temporal, 1 Marxism must seem very 
attractive to them. 

. . . There is no possible reconciliation between true Islam and Com- 
munism. But to repeat, once a shift from the spiritual to the temporal 
takes place, the transition would seem easy and natural. . . . 

Original Sin . . . to the eighteenth-century ' enlightenment' a 
stumbling-block, and to the nineteenth-century optimists foolish- 
ness; but to one who — foolish, weak, and base — having passed 
through academic ‘enlightenment’ and socialist optimism, has 
begun to discover himself, neither stumbling-block nor foolish- 
ness, neither condemnation nor curse, but O certe necessarium 
Adae peccatum . . . O felix culpa ! 2 a humbling indication of what 
Man is, here and now: and, not least, Western Man, burrowing 

1 In an earlier paragraph Dr. Fans writes: ‘The first consequence of this shift 
in emphasis is to undermine the principal reason for the existence of Islam: 
belief in God as the sovereign ruler of the universe. The second result would 
seem to follow logically. Muslims may well find that Communism presents a 
social programme in a more attractive form and supported by an apparently 
perfect and comprehensive philosophy. The materialist faith would appear then 
to afford all the earthly blessings of Islam, improved, refined and embellished 
by technology and freed from metaphysical difficulties/ 

2 From the liturgy of the Easter Vigil: ‘O truly necessary sin of Adam, which 
by the death of Christ was done away! O happy fault, which was counted worthy 
to have such and so great a Redeemer V 
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autonomously in cherished darkness; 1 blinder than a mole, since 
when he began to do without God he began to forfeit the God- 
given instincts of the animal creation, strangling in his self-made 
coils of social-economic and international frustration. To this 
Bent World of Western man (to quote the title which Dr. Lang- 
mead Casserley 2 has borrowed from Fr. Gerard Manley Hopkins) 
we shall briefly revert in the Conclusion; but we may close this 
chapter with the remark that the adjacent worlds of Communism 
and of Islam, which intersect the Western world and each other, 
are no less Bent Worlds, in this world-wide vitiated distortion of 
the geometry of the Divine Order, this long exile on Babylon’s 
strand’. 3 

1 S. John's Gospel , iii. 19. 

2 The Bent World , a Christian Examination of East- West Tensions (London, 
1955 ). 

3 Peter Abelard: O quanta qualia } trans. J. M. Neale. 



CHAPTER X 


The Middle East in Revolution 

T he first four years after the Second World War had wit- 
nessed the successful revolt of the Zionists against British 
mandatory control, and the refusal of political opinion in 
Egypt and Iraq to negotiate such a revision of their treaties with 
Britain as would confirm the British tenure of bases on their soil 
for the defence of the Middle East region in the ‘cold war’. The 
official attitude of the Wafd Government in Egypt during the 
renewed negotiations in 1950-51 was that immediately upon an 
outbreak of war they would permit the British to reoccupy the 
Canal Zone installations, which would in the meantime be main- 
tained in good order by the Egyptian army. When the British 
military experts reminded them that fighter aircraft defence 
against ‘Blitz’ attack necessitated thorough ground services which 
could not be hastily transferred in an emergency, the Wafdist 
Ministers retorted that the British were merely finding pretexts 
for prolonging the Occupation whose unequivocal termination 
was unanimously demanded by the Egyptian people. In addition 
the Egyptian Foreign Minister (Muhammad Salah ud-Din) 
reflected a belief current in Egypt that Egypt’s exposure to in- 
volvement in world wars was due, not to her geographical situa- 
tion at a nodal point of air and sea routes, but solely to her 
alliance with a Great Power, and that her best chance of avoiding 
the dangers of a third w'orld war was to follow a policy of com- 
plete neutrality. This Egyptian tendency to escapism stiffened 
the British insistence on the necessity of regional defence for the 
Middle East; and the precarious parliamentary position of the 
British Labour, Government of 1950-51 left it little room for 
manoeuvre in negotiating with Egypt, since the Conservatives’ 
atavistic tendency to be overbearing with the Egyptians was 
always accentuated in Opposition. Furthermore, since the Wafd’s 
tenure of office was being endangered by the growing criticism 
of its leaders’ unprecedented self-enrichment in the speculative 
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boom created by the Korean War, it was necessary for the Wafd 
to stick to its maximum demands from the British if it were to 
continue to be the popular embodiment of Egyptian nationalism. 

In the summer of 1951, moreover, the failure of the British 
Government to concert a common policy with the United States 
concerning Persia became acute. The United States Government’s 
assumption of responsibility, in the ‘Truman Doctrine’ of 1947, 
for assisting Turkey and Greece to withstand the Soviet ‘cold 
war’ offensive had at the very least brought those countries a 
respite, in which the Turkish administration and people had 
responded positively to American technical and financial aid for 
the modernization of Turkish communications, agriculture, and 
industry. It had seemed logical to extend these remedies to 
Persia, which had been not less threatened by Soviet pressure, and 
whose expanding revenue from oil royalties had offered the pos- 
sibility of financing a $650 million Seven Year Plan without 
recourse to the United States taxpayer; but Persian politicians, 
the American consultants of the Seven Year Plan, and the British 
oil concessionaires (the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company) not merely 
failed to treat the problem as one to be resolved jointly, but 
seemed fated to diverge ever further as the years passed. Succes- 
sive Persian Governments from 1947 onwards set their hopes on 
obtaining a $250 million ‘loan’ from the United States, whose 
State Department advisers were insistent that a radical reform of 
the incompetent and corrupt administration was a first essential. 
While Persian political extremists won increasing public support 
for their demand to expropriate the A.I.O.C., the Government 
became increasingly reluctant to publicize the less spectacular 
advantages to be gained from a revised agreement with the 
Company. The British Labour Government’s policy of dividend 
limitation had had the unforeseen effect in 1948 of actually reducing 
the Persian Government’s immediate oil revenues; and though 
the Company had taken immediate steps to offer compensatory 
adjustments, it failed to overtake the general trend (first in 
Venezuela, and then in Sa’udi Arabia) to effect 50-50 profit- 
sharing agreements between the concessionary company and the 
government in whose territory the oil was situated. The Persian 
negotiators persisted for some time in 1949-50 that their 50 per 
cent, of the profits should be calculated, not merely on Anglo- 
Iranian’s operations in Persia itself but on its part-share in opera- 
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tions in other Middle Eastern countries and on its world-wide 
oil-distributing business — the Persian argument being that these 
immensely profitable developments, of which the British Govern- 
ment was the chief beneficiary as holding 56 per cent, of the 
share capital and as tax-receiver, had been made possible only 
because the terms of the basic concessions of 1901 and 193 3 had 
been ‘dictated’ to Persian Governments not representative of the 
people or had been interpreted by the Company in manners 
grossly ‘unfair’ to Persia; 1 few Persian politicians reflected that 
their countrymen had borne none of the initial financial risks 
and had been in a position to furnish virtually none of the tech- 
nical skill. Some of the American consultants of the Seven Year 
Plan were, or had been, associated with United States oil com- 
panies reputed to be envious of Anglo-Iranian’s position, and their 
attitude undoubtedly encouraged the Persian extremists to believe 
that they could dispossess Anglo-Iranian and obtain better terms 
from their rivals; playing off the British against the Americans 
was no serious challenge to a state that had survived for the pre- 
vious century by playing Britain and Russia one against the other. 
After the moderate Prime Minister General Razmara had been 
murdered by an extremist in March 1951 for publicly rejecting as 
impracticable the demand to nationalize Anglo-Iranian’s conces- 
sion, the nationalist Dr. Musaddiq — an honourable but emotional 
septuagenarian who now became Prime Minister — was able to 
play on the publicly expressed concern of the U.S. Ambassador 
(Dr. Henry Grady) lest the uncompromising attitude of the 
British Embassy should cause Persia to follow China into Com- 
munism (for the Communist Tudeh Party was all the time taking 
the maximum advantage of the situation). The British Labour 
Government, precariously situated at home, equivocated between 
gestures of force to protect its Persian oil interests and compliance 
with United States ‘representations’, and finally capitulated to 
Musaddiq’s eviction of the last British technicians from the great 
Abadan refinery in October 1951. 

This shattering blow to British prestige coincided with the 
deadlock in the Anglo-Egyptian negotiations, and decided the 
Wafd Government to reject British proposals to associate Egypt 

1 See ‘Iran presents its Case for Nationalization*, Oil Forum , March 1952, and 
‘Anglo-Iranian Answers with Facts*, ibid., April, 1952; Dr. Laurence Lockhart: 
‘The Causes of the Anglo-Persian Oil Dispute*, Journal of the Royal Central 
Asian Society , April 1953. 
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with the principal North Atlantic powers, including Turkey, in 
a Middle East defence pact, and instead to declare the Anglo- 
Egyptian Treaty and the Sudan Condominium abrogated. It 
soon became evident, however, that the high command of the 
Egyptian army, associated much more closely with King Faruq 
than with the Wafd, were not prepared to risk attacking the 
reinforced British positions in the Canal Zone. When an en- 
forced boycott by Egyptian civilian labour had failed to dislodge 
the British, the Wafdist boss Fuad Sirag ud-Din (who combined 
the portfolios of the Interior and of Finance) assumed the direc- 
tion of a guerilla force, partly volunteer and partly drafted, for 
the purpose of harassing the British into surrender. The valour of 
this lightly-equipped force when confronted by British tanks and 
field-guns was kept up by the threat of trial by court-martial and 
by die-hard orders telephoned from the safety of Sirag ud-Din’s 
Cairo office — until British exasperation at the constant sniping 
combined with Sirag ud-Din’s reckless demagogy to produce a 
pitched battle in Isma’iliya in which over 40 Egyptian so-called 
auxiliary police were killed. As a reprisal, organized incendiary 
bands on the following day, 2 6 January 1952, destroyed a con- 
siderable part of Cairo’s tourist and shopping quarter, taking about 
a score of European lives and doing millions of pounds’ worth of 
material damage. 

King Faruq had been waiting for some such opportunity to dis- 
miss the Wafd and prorogue Parliament, and for the next six 
months the country was governed by a series of minority govern- 
ments which, besides putting a stop to the anti-British guerilla, 
sought to clear the deadlock in Egyptian relations with the 
Sudanese politicians that had persisted ever since 1946. The Wafd 
had been adamant that nothing less than the union of the Sudan 
with Egypt in respect of defence, finance, and foreign policy 
would be acceptable, but Prime Minister Nagib al-Hilali did not 
hesitate to open conversations with members of the Sudanese 
anti-Egyptian ‘Independence Front’. His attempt to investigate 
Wafdist corruption was, however, frustrated by a sordid intrigue 
on the part of some of the unworthy men who had for years 
encouraged Faruq in his career of self-willed profligacy. Faruq 
realized that a group of army officers of the middle ranks were 
engaged in a revolutionary conspiracy against him, but rejected 
all advice to conciliate their chosen figure-head, the respectable 
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Major-General Muhammad Nagib, and determined to destroy 
them. However, the conspirators moved first, drove Faruq into 
abdication and exile on 26 July 1952, and completed the revolu- 
tionary process by proclaiming Egypt a republic with General 
Nagib as its first President on 18 June 1953. 

With the exception of General Nagib himself, none of the nine 
colonels, majors, and squadron-leaders who composed the ‘Coun- 
cil of the Revolution* was over forty years of age. They made a 
sincere attempt to introduce discipline into the civil administra- 
tion, and hastened to promote legislation to limit agricultural 
estates to a maximum of 200 acres and to distribute the surplus 
among the landless peasantry as smallholdings. These were to 
be managed co-operatively under the guidance of officials of the 
Ministry of Social Affairs; but even if the five years of transition 
resulted in an unqualified success, only a fraction of the problem 
of Egypt’s rural over-population would have been touched; and 
hopes were entertained of promoting industry by means of hydro- 
electric works on the Nile. The progressive aspirations of the 
young revolutionaries won them sympathy among liberal circles 
in the United States and socialist circles in Britain. Profiting by 
the initiative of ex-Premier Nagib al-Hilali, whom they had 
meanwhile consigned to detention for several months with other 
political notabilities, they offered to the Sudanese political parties 
a free choice between independence and union with Egypt. This 
concession once made, the Sudanese parties which relied on Egypt 
for support against the Independence Front, as representing the 
personal ambitions of Mahdi Pasha, banded themselves together 
as the National Unity Party to contest the general election which 
the British Government had undertaken to hold under the super- 
vision of an international commission. The unknown quantity 
was the voters in the non-Muslim south and other areas remote 
from the relatively sophisticated politics of the main towns; but 
with active Egyptian financial and propaganda support for the 
National Unity Party, and the British officials refraining from 
giving any comparable support to the Independence Front, the 
former won a clear majority of seats in November 1953, and the 
Sudan was launched on a new phase of its history, in which the 
British officials were to be withdrawn in time for the Sudanese 
to vote on their future political status vis-a-vis the Egyptians in 
three years. Encouraged by this success in the Sudan, the 
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Egyptian revolutionaries and their press (opposition voices 
having been overawed by a series of treason trials before the 
Revolutionary Tribunal which was free with sentences of penal 
servitude for life) called on the British to evacuate the Canal Zone 
forthwith. They were prepared to accept a limited number of 
British plain-clothes technicians for a limited period, and to allow 
the British forces the right of re-entry in the event of aggression 
against a member-state of the Arab League; but the British insist- 
ence on including Turkey and Persia among the countries, in the 
event of aggression against whom Britain should have the right 
to return to the Canal Zone, caused a breakdown of negotiations 
and threats that the Egyptian Government would adopt a policy 
of complete neutrality. However, after a clash of personalities 
within the military junta in February 1954 had reduced President 
Nagib to impotence and concentrated authority in the hands of 
the Prime Minister, Colonel Gamal Abd un-Nasir, strong measures 
were taken against Communists and negotiations with Britain 
were reopened. In July agreement was reached on the with- 
drawal of the British garrison within two years, with the right 
to return in the event of aggression against an Arab state or T urkey; 
the installations were to be maintained for seven years by British 
civilian contractors. It was hoped to settle outstanding technical 
and financial details and ratify in the early autumn; but meanwhile 
Abd un-Nasir was being harassed by the uncompromising and 
widespread Muslim Brotherhood. 

Meanwhile the uncompromising nationalism of Dr. Musaddiq 
had resulted in national bankruptcy since, although the Court of 
International Justice had ruled that the dispute with Anglo- 
Iranian did not come within the category of subjects which the 
Persian Government had agreed to submit to the Court’s juris- 
diction, the expansion of production in Iraq, Kuwait, and Sa’udi 
Arabia had made up for the stoppage of Persian oil production 
and the difficulties presented by the closing of the Abadan refinery 
were rapidly being overcome — though at a serious loss of dollar- 
eaming capacity to Britain. Owing to Anglo-Iranian’s large 
degree of control over the world’s oil-tanker fleets, furthermore, 
the Persian Government had been unable to find alternative 
customers, except in Italy and Japan for derisory amounts; 
American oil companies had not, in the event, taken advantage 
of Anglo-Iranian’s discomfiture, and the new Republican ad- 

19 
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ministration in the United States declined to increase its financial 
aid to Persia while the latter persisted in its negative oil policy. 
In August 1953, after Dr. Musaddiq (who had been systematically 
extending his own powers at, the expense of those of the young 
Shah) had resisted an attempt by the Shah to dismiss him, General 
Zahidi intervened at the head of the army and after a battle with 
Musaddiq’s supporters arrested the contumacious old man. In the 
summer of 1954 the Persian Government and an international 
consortium of oil companies, including Anglo-Iranian, reached an 
agreement on the resumption of oil production in Persia, on terms 
calculated to provide Persia with adequate future royalties but 
(since alternative sources of crude oil and refining capacity had 
meanwhile been created) not to compensate her, for the losses 
occasioned by two years of nationalist folly, on a scale which 
might tempt other countries to repeat the experiment. 

Since the Arab states had steadfastly refused to negotiate a for- 
mal peace with Israel, there was plenty of scope for friction along 
the armistice lines which delimited the de facto territory of the 
straggling Jewish state. In the north its efforts to divert the waters 
of the upper Jordan for irrigation purposes encountered armed 
and diplomatic resistance from Syria, who claimed that such 
action infringed the demilitarization of the area affected, within 
the terms of the 1949 armistice. The chief friction arose, however, 
on the 330-mile stretch separating Israel from Jordan, for Israel 
had dictated the tracing of the line on strategic principles which 
took no account of the scores of thousands of Arab villagers who 
were thereby separated, whoEy or in part, from the fields by 
which they lived. In these circumstances the Jordan security 
authorities were unable, or perhaps not whoHy willing, to stamp 
out the constant infiltration of Arabs, whether genuine refugees 
or predatory adventurers, across the armistice fine in search of 
loot; and the offences against fife or property thus committed 
were a constant source of alarm to the Israeli border settlements, 
and of irritation to the Israeli security authorities and to Ben 
Gurion as Minister of Defence. An Israeli policy of organized, 
large-scale reprisal against suspect villages, initiated at the begin- 
ning of 1953, culminated with the destruction of half the village 
of Qibya in October 1953 and the killing of 66 of its inhabitants. 
This brutal reprisal was condemned by the U.N. Security Council; 
but its recommendation that the two Governments should dis- 



The Middle East in Revolution 


279 

cuss the amendment of the armistice was condemned by a meet- 
ing of the Arab League in December as a device for inducing the 
Jordan Government to accept a United States proposal (the 
‘Johnston Plan’) for the joint development of the waters of the 
Jordan and its tributaries, which would furnish 65 per cent, of 
the water available for irrigation to the Kingdom of Jordan, but 
30 per cent, to Israel. Two years later, in 1955, an amended ver- 
sion of the Johnston Plan which, it was said, met 90 per cent, of 
the demands of the Arab states, was this time referred back by the 
Arab League for further ‘expert study' — doubtless of its political 
rather than its technical implications, and intended as a means of 
indefinitely delaying a decision. The Israel Government there- 
upon threatened to complete its project for taking off water from 
the upper Jordan by a canal lying wholly in territory allotted to 
Israel by the U.N. resolutions of 1947-8, though in part de- 
militarized by the armistice with Syria of 1949; the Syrian Go vern- 
ment replied with a counter-threat that they would prevent any 
such action by force. Armed clashes ensuing on the Palestine- 
Egyptian border made April 1956 a tense moment until a per- 
sonal visit by the Secretary-General of the U.N. effected a 
relaxation which was, however, terminated by mutual violence 
on an alarming scale on the Israel-Jordan border in the autumn 
of 1956. 

But Palestine was by this time far from being the only, or even 
the chief, scene of tension and dispute in the Middle East. Already 
in 1953 the new Republican administration in the U.S.A. had 
realized that the countries constituting the ‘northern tier 5 of the 
region, from Turkey to Pakistan, were the least inhibited by 
political considerations from accepting U.S. military and eco- 
nomic assistance, proffered in order to give them a better chance 
of maintaining their independence against possible Soviet attempts 
at subverting their existing non-Communist regimes. Early in 
1954 the Egyptian government-controlled press and radio had 
hotly attacked the Iraqi Government for showing signs of willing- 
ness to accept these offers. Some Western observers were disposed 
to concede that this behaviour merely reflected the Egyptian 
Revolutionary Council's annoyance at any Arab departure from 
the policy of ‘neutralism’ which Egypt had adopted as a challenge 
to die United States to compel Britain to withdraw her forces 
from the Canal Zone. The conclusion of the Anglo-Egyptian 
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agreement of 1954, described above, would (these observers 
hoped) lead to a more pro-Western orientation of Egyptian 
policy, though Colonel ’Abd un-Nasir warned Western inter- 
viewers that he would need a year or two to re-align Egyptian 
public opinion after its many years of anti-British indoctrination. 
However, the concessions to British considerations of the security 
of the region (including Turkey), which the Revolutionary 
Council made in the Agreement, aroused a great deal of extremist 
criticism in Egypt, and an apparent attempt was made on ’Abd 
un-Nasir’s life. The Revolutionary Council, conscious that it 
lacked any constitutional basis, now engaged in discarding its only 
truly popular figure, General Muhammad Nagib, seems to have 
felt the need of restoring its popularity. In the first flush of the 
evacuation agreement in the autumn of 1954 the Turkish Prime 
Minister had been invited to visit Cairo; but when it became plain 
that the Revolutionary Council was unwilling, or unable, to 
make any early move towards an alliance outside the limits of the 
Arab League's hitherto ineffectual collective security pact, the 
Turkish Prime Minister early in 1955 concluded a five-years 
mutual security pact with Iraq. The fury of the Egyptian Revolu- 
tionary Council was then let loose upon the Turkish, but far more 
upon the Iraqi Government — ‘the friends of the friends of Israel' — 
with all the immoderation of which Egyptian polemic was (and 
is) capable. For the Iraqi Government of Nuri as-Sa’id thus to 
take the initiative in concluding a pact with a non-Arab state was 
a disregarding of Egypt’s claim to lead the Arab League which 
the young military autocrats in Cairo could not countenance. 
When in April 1955 the British Government adhered to this 
Baghdad Pact, abrogating in its favour the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 
1930, the Egyptian propaganda machine denounced the pact as 
an ‘imperialist plot’ designed to bring about the Arab recognition 
of Israel, an accusation which found a ready echo among the 
extremer nationalists in the other Arab states and prevented the 
possible adherence of Lebanon to the pact; Pakistan and Iran, 
however, joined it in the course of 1955. The full weight of 
Egyptian official influence was now thrown behind the auto- 
cratic and ‘feudal’ governments of Sa’udi Arabia and the Yemen 
in their attempts to undermine British influence or control along 
the whole maritime fringe of eastern and southern Arabia from 
the head of the Persian Gulf at Kuwait round to- Aden at the 
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entrance to the Red Sea. They were moved partly by the desire 
to obtain more wealth from the oil which had been, or might be, 
found along these coasts, and partly by the conviction that the 
peninsula was the Arab homeland and that Britain’s imperial 
power was tottering everywhere. The Egyptian radio lent its 
raucous support to all who challenged that power — in Cyprus to 
the Byzantine-Fascism of Archbishop Makarios and the EOKA 
leaders, in Kenya to the barbarities of Mau-Mau. 

Thus by the first half of 1955 the Egyptian Revolutionary 
Council, seeking to restore and enhance its prestige in ultra- 
nationalist eyes, was pursuing a policy of defiance of the Western 
powers (including France, impaled upon her North African 
dilemma) and guerilla provocation of Israel. It was all the more 
necessary for the Revolutionary Council to consider its prestige 
at home because its efforts to convince Sudanese opinion, by 
extensive cajolery and bribery, of the advantages of the ‘unity 
of the Nile Valley’ under Egyptian leadership were proving a 
failure, and the Sudan Government was advancing towards its 
declaration of sovereign independence in January 1956. In the 
previous September, however, the Revolutionary Council had 
gained a tremendous access of prestige throughout the Arab 
world by securing a considerable quantity of aircraft and other 
heavy armament (after the U.S. and Britain had proved insuffi- 
ciently responsive, no doubt in view of the Egypto-Israeli ten- 
sion during the last half-year) from Communist Czechoslovakia 
with the blessing of the U.S.S.R. Here, in spite of the U.S. policy 
of the ‘northern tier’ was a dramatic re-entry of Soviet interest 
in the heart of the Arab world, after seven years of relative 
quiescence which had hardly gone beyond the enrolment of 
‘Partisans of Peace’ and had failed (probably owing to the decline 
of Stalin’s physical and mental powers) even to exploit the oppor- 
tunities presented in Persia by the excesses of Dr. Musaddiq. 
But now, having given material support to the Egyptian Revolu- 
tion, the Soviet bloc made similar offers to Egypt’s willing satel- 
lites in the campaign against the Baghdad Pact and the West, 
namely Sa’udi Arabia, Syria, and the Yemen. This group was 
further encouraged when, in the winter of 1955-6, the Jordan 
Government first refused a British invitation to join the Baghdad 
Pact — the British price for a revision in Jordan’s favour of the 
Anglo-Jordan treaty of 1948 — and then with the maximum of 
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discourtesy dismissed and expelled General Sir John Glubb, who 
as commander of the 4 Arab Legion* had for nearly twenty years 
given the Arab cause far more devoted service than most of the 
self-styled Arab patriots who were delirious with joy at his 
departure. Another ‘pillar* of Britain’s former power in the Middle 
East had been undermined, and it seemed that Cyprus might 
soon follow, so much encouragement did Britain’s enemies 
receive from faint hearts or frustrated wills in Westminster, 
doctrinaire or defeatist minds in Fleet Street and Manchester and 
ironic or malicious pleasure in many quarters in Europe and some 
in the U.S.A. 

The U.S. Ambassador to Cairo from 1950 to 1955, Jefferson 
Caffery, had, in his public pronouncements at least, seemed to 
regard the Egyptian Revolution as an oriental counterpart to 
the American Revolution of 1776, and this interpretation appar- 
ently found sympathy in some State Department circles, even 
after the shock of Egypt’s purchase of arms behind the ‘Iron 
Curtain’. The conclusion apparently drawn in Washington from 
this was that the United States must show that she, and not the 
Soviet Union, was Egypt’s true friend, by making a financial 
offer towards the cost of executing the grandiose Egyptian plan 
of harnessing the Nile for irrigation and hydro-electricity on an 
unprecedented scale by means of a ‘High Dam’ at Aswan in 
Upper Egypt. The Revolutionary Council, however, so far 
from immediately taking up this American offer of December 
1955 ($7° million from the U.S. and Britain as a ‘first step’, 
coupled with a $200 million loan from the World Bank), con- 
tinued during the first half of 1956 to flirt with the Soviet bloc 
in the hope of attracting a still larger financial bid from that 
quarter, whose world-revolutionary strategy had by this time 
picked on the slogan of ‘competitive co-existence’ with the 
‘capitalist’ states. The flirtation culminated in June 1956 in the 
new Soviet Foreign Minister’s visiting Cairo and Egypt’s recog- 
nition of Communist China — to which the U.S. Government 
replied by changing its ambassador to Cairo and abruptly an- 
nouncing on 19 July the withdrawal of the High Dam offer. 

Faced with this public rebuff, Colonel ’Abd un-Nasir once 
again needed to re-assert his prestige in the eyes of Egyptian and 
Arab public opinion. The expedient he found this time was to 
proclaim in a defiant speech of 26 July the nationalization of the 
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Suez Canal Co. The step had, in fact, been premeditated for 
some time; the Company’s premises were immediately occupied 
by armed Egyptian troops, and penalties of imprisonment were 
arbitrarily decreed against its employees, whether Egyptian or 
foreign, who might fail to carry out their duties at the orders of 
the usurping authority. The British Government, acting in con- 
sultation with the French Government as representing jointly the 
interests most immediately affected, convened a meeting in 
London of twenty-two Governments representing some 90 per 
cent, of the shipping interests using the Canal, and considerable 
British reinforcements were sent as a precautionary measure to 
the eastern Mediterranean. The Egyptian Revolutionary Council 
boycotted the conference, their supposed interests being repre- 
sented by the Soviet Foreign Minister while the Indian Govern- 
ment’s envoy tried vainly to persuade the majority that the 
Egyptian Revolutionary Council’s offer to keep the Canal open 
to shipping without discrimination provided a sufficient guarantee 
for the users of this great international waterway. Eighteen 
nations, however, including Iran, Pakistan, and Ethiopia, ap- 
proved a resolution calling for the effective operation, mainten- 
ance, and development of the Canal by an international board 
including Egypt and having due regard for Egypt’s sovereign 
rights and entitlement to a ‘fair and'equi table’ return for its use. 
The principle that the Canal should be operated ‘without political 
motivation in favour of, or in prejudice against, any user’ gained 
point from the fact that Egypt was still in clear defiance of the 
Security Council’s injunction of 1951 against her blockade of the 
Canal to ships carrying cargo for Israel. 1 

When the Egyptian Revolutionary Council rejected this pro- 
posal, presented to it by a distinguished delegation led by the 
Australian Prime Minister, the British and French Governments 
took their complaint to the Security Council, where it was 
inevitably subjected to the Soviet veto. By this time, however, 
the solidarity of the eighteen-nation front had been considerably 
weakened, and that not merely by the unwillingness of some of its 
lesser members to bring the matter to an issue. More, remarkable 


1 A Greek ship so employed had been detained at Port Said for ten weeks 
during this summer, and kept short of fresh food and water throughout this 
time, according to statements made by the captain and crew to the Israeli 
press ( The Times , 12 September 1956). 
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were the equivocations of the U.S. President and Secretary of 
State, which reflected the small immediate American concern 
with the Canal, the preoccupation of the American public with 
the impending presidential election, and the traditional reluctance 
to be associated with what could be represented (and was im- 
plied in a maladroit statement of the Secretary of State himself) 
as the vestiges of Anglo-French ‘colonialism’. Another source of 
weakness was the attitude of the British Labour party which, 
after its leaders had been one with the Government on 2 August 
in condemning the Egyptian action , 1 was diverted by its good- 
hearted, if soft-headed pacifists and its less ingenuous little- 
Englanders into a policy of opposing for opposing’s sake , 2 until 
in early October the Cairo propaganda machine could con- 
gratulate itself on the moral support received from the Labour 
party annual conference and the party leader found himself con- 
strained to oppose the consensus of speeches from the floor by 
denying that ‘any nation had unlimited rights, in an international 
waterway, to destroy or threaten the rights of other nations’. 

What was at issue, as Mr. Gaitskell had himself proclaimed on 
2 August, was not merely the narrow, though economically and 
strategically important issue of who was to control the Canal, but 
the whole question of the position of the Middle East in the 
world’s balance of power. The reputation of the West had 
already been jeopardized by the (originally) British and (more 

1 ‘The French Prime Minister . . . the other day quoted a speech of Colonel 
Nasser’s and rightly said that it could remind us only of one thing — of the 
speeches of Hitler before the war. 

\ . . I have no doubt myself that the reason why Colonel Nasser acted in the 
way that he did, aggressively, brusquely, suddenly, was precisely because he 
wanted to raise his prestige in the rest of the Middle East. ... He wanted to 
assert his strength. He wanted to make a big impression. ... It is all very 
familiar. It is exactly the same that we encountered from Mussolini and Hitler 
in the years before the war’ (The Leader of the Opposition, Parliamentary 
Debates , House of Commons, 2 August 1956, cols. 1620-1; in a B.B.C. tele- 
vision programme on 21 September Mr. Gaitskell denied having made this 
comparison). 

2 A few legal members on the Government side also were concerned at the 
Prime Minister’s refusal to renounce the use of force in this dispute except 
within the provisions of the U.N. Charter. It might, however, be argued that 
the intention of the Charter had been perverted since 1945. Any decision by 
the Security Council was at the mercy of a Soviet veto which had already been 
used on some seventy-seven occasions of generally lesser import; and the 
General Assembly was swamped with Asian and Latin American states, many 
of whom were in the habit of automatically registering their vote against 
‘imperialism’. The International Court’s evasion of responsibility for jurisdic- 
tion in the Anglo- Iranian oil dispute of 1952 did not, moreover, augur well for 
reference of the Canal dispute to that body. 
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recently) American support of Zionist ‘colonialism’ in Palestine. 
The British withdrawals from India, Palestine and the Canal 
Zone; the Communist successes in China and Indo-China; the 
outbreaks of terrorism so arduously combated in Kenya, Algeria 
and Cyprus; and the abandonment of the French protectorates 
in Morocco and Tunisia: all these events had encouraged the 
uncompromising nationalist forces in the Arab world to hope 
for total independence at an early date, not merely of Western 
political influences but also of their so-called ‘exploitation’ by 
the oil companies. And in 1955 the impatient opportunism of 
the Egyptian Revolutionary Council had given a pronouncedly 
pro-Soviet tilt to what had been hitherto officially described as 
neutralism’. It seemed as if Egypt and Syria, in particular, had 
thrown off the ‘strings’ of Western influences only to offer their 
necks to the yoke by which the Soviet Union drove its plodding 
satellites over the heavy furrows of ‘socialist planning’. To be 
sure, the yoke held up before these Arab states was thickly camou- 
flaged with verbal flowers and decked with cornucopias; but ‘the 
Arab’s understanding is in his eyes’; and the patient Egyptian 
ox and opinionated Syrian camel had not yet felt on their shoulders 
the dead weight which was even now oppressing the ‘toiling 
masses’ of Poznan and Hungary to the point of desperate rebellion. 

If therefore Western prestige were to accept another defeat 
over the ‘nationalization’ of the Canal, it was probably only a 
matter of months before it would be subjected to a similar expro- 
priation of its oil interests in the Persian Gulf. Already the usually 
circumspect Lebanese Government had carried its manoeuvres to 
extract more revenue from British and American pipeline com- 
panies almost to the point of a complete break. Even if the Iraqi 
and Sa’udi Governments continued for the present to see some 
advantage in abiding by the existing concessions, the younger 
nationalists were everywhere inflamed with the revolutionary 
fever spread abroad from Egypt 1 and were only awaiting a 

1 The pattern of the Middle Eastern revolution has already been ably sketched 
by Dr. Majid Khadduri: ‘The Role of the Military in Middle East Politics*, 
American Political Science Review, xlvii, 1953; but the type of its Leadership 
is now becoming more clearly established, namely the dynamic but frustrated, 
well-intentioned but intellectually confused military officer of the 30-35 age- 
group. Examples so far are Gamal ’Abd un-Nasir and his colleagues in Egypt; 
Lt.-Col. Ali Abu Nuwar, aged 33, appointed Chief of Staff in Jordan after the 
expulsion of General Glubb; and most recently Col. Abdul-Hamld Sarraj, 
aged 32, emerging in November 1956 as the head of the Intelligence Branch 
(so-called) of the Syrian army. Western readers should not be misled by the 
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favourable opportunity to overthrow their reactionary’ and 
‘feudal’ rulers 1 and defy the foreign ‘exploiters’* Though the 
development of atomic energy might free the industrial West 
from its large measure of dependence on Middle Eastern oil in 
twenty years’ time, such a challenge in the meantime might 
present the West with the grim alternatives of economic paralysis 
or preventive war; and conversely the readiness of the West to 
give large-scale material assistance to the building-up of the 
‘under-developed’ East was clearly being shaken by indications 
that the new eastern states were recklessly prepared to sacrifice 
international obligations to crude national prestige. 

★ ★ ★ 

The final touches to the last (fourth) edition of this Short History 
were made on the eve of the Suez Crisis in 1956, on 26 October 
which is the day appointed by the Anglican Provinces of Canter- 
bury and York for the festival of Alfred, King of the West Saxons. 
Though I had no foreknowledge of the crisis which was so soon 
to break on an astonished world, the events of the past three 
months, since the Egyptian dictator’s confiscation of the properties 
of the Universal Company of the Suez Canal, had built up a sense 
of tension in all observers: so that as I wrote the name of the 
great Alfred at the end of my text, I had at the back of my mind 
the stanzas from G. K. Chesterton’s Ballad of the White Horse : 2 

I tell you naught for your comfort, 
yea, naught for your desire, 

save that the sky grows darker yet 
and the sea rises higher. 

Night shall be thrice night over you, 
and heaven an iron cope. 

Do you have joy without a cause, 
yea, faith without a hope? 

false archetype of a German lance-corporal who recently smudged the pages 
of history. These ‘angry young men’ are Muslims, and their archetype 
(allowance being made for the passage' of time) is Ahmad al-’Arabi who talked 
and blustered the first Egyptian nationalist movement into disaster in 1882. 

1 In Arab, as in Western, ‘progressive’ circles the term ‘feudal’ ( iqta'i ) has 
lost all precise significance to become an indiscriminate term of abuse. A 
graduate student persisted, despite my protests, in referring in his M.A. thesis 
to ‘feudal industrialists’. 

2 It was my dear friend and wartime colleague Evan John, author of Time 
in the East , &c t , who first made me aware of these stanzas of Catholic truth. 
Lux perpetua luceat ei. 
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I had referred to the risk that the West might be presented ‘with 
the grim alternatives of economic paralysis or preventive war’; 
but on that 26 October 1956 I had not guessed that the choice 
would be presented within four days and under such ambiguous 
colours, so that Britain and France were to be repudiated by their 
closest and greatest ally, the British Commonwealth was itself to 
be split by the then Canadian government’s disapproval (I say 
nothing of India, whose support for Egyptian nationalism had 
been made clear by Krishna Menon), and the Parliament at West- 
minster and even the Cabinet were to be the scenes of tortured 
consciences and divided loyalties. 

As late as July 1958 Stephen Spender, poet and essayist and 
sometime Communist, could refer in a book-review to ‘the Suez 
Invasion — that strange phantom flashback out of England’s 
imperialist past’; 1 but (alas for this Angry Young Man grown 
older) by the time the article appeared, United States marines had 
landed in Beirut and judgements in the English-speaking world 
about the Suez intervention could never be quite the same again. 
Professed moralists in the United States and professional critics 
of the Tories in Britain (the two categories are not quite synony- 
mous) were at pains to draw the distinction between the American 
intervention at the request of the legitimate Government of 
Lebanon and the Anglo-French intervention against the military 
clique who had unconstitutionally usurped the government of 
Egypt; but the fact remained that English speakers (except for the 
fellow-travellers and absolute pacifists, and it is not clear that Mr. 
Spender fell into either of these categories) could no longer con- 
demn the ‘Suez Invasion’ with quite the same confident certainty 
of moral rectitude. If the U.S. marines had done nothing else, 
they had injected a dose of wholesome realism and comparative 
thinking into minds that badly needed such a corrective. 

Before the Iraqi coup d'etat of July 1958 it had been James Morris 
who had made one of the most sober and objective comments 
on the Suez intervention; 2 and now the same ready writer was 
quick with his epitaph on the latest crisis: 

The late government of Iraq was, on the whole, the best in the 
Middle East — autocratic, to be sure, but relatively honest, wise in its 

1 ‘When the Angry Men Grow Older’, New York Times Book Review , 20 July 
1958. 

2 See The Market of Seleukia (London, 1957), p. 236. Islam Inflamed (New 
York, 1957), p. 222. 
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expenditures, reasonable in its ambitions, loyal to the West. It was 
doomed by the fiasco of Suez, which proved Western Europe to be 
impotent without the support of America. 1 

Back in the Spring of 1956 the main preoccupation in Washington 
had been the impending presidential election, which was probably 
the chief reason why Sir Anthony Eden’s urgent representations, 
in the month following Glubb Pasha’s expulsion from Jordan and 
the stoning of the British Foreign Secretary in Bahrain, had gone 
unheeded there. 2 Joseph Alsop of the New York Herald-Tribune , 
after a long journey of inquiry in the Middle East, had reported 
on 27 June 1956 (a month before the outbreak of the Suez crisis) 
that the central problem of American foreign policy lay 'not in 
the Middle East at all, but in Britain’. There was 

a pernicious tendency, not least in the State Department, to take Britain 
for granted. If the Middle Eastern problem has any meaning at all, 
it very clearly means that Britain cannot prudently be taken for 
granted any longer . . . because the real foundations of the British 
structure are still colonial and imperial; and these foundations are now 
in grave danger. . . . 

The British policy-makers understand the danger of British bank- 
ruptcy, which means the end of Britain’s career as a major power. 
As Sir Anthony Eden has said, they are convinced that the loss of 
Cyprus will be only the preliminary to the loss of the Middle Eastern 
oil sources. So the British have reacted violently, too violently in this 
reporter’s opinion. But so should we react very violently, if we felt 
hostile hands groping for our jugular. 

In these circumstances, it is amazing and pretty terrifying to come 
home, and to discover that the State Department’s chief parlour game 
seems to be smug carping at the British policy in such places as Cyprus 
and Buraimi. 

What does it matter if Britain’s struggles to defend her own jugular 
have become pretty convulsive, compared to the hard fact that this 
same Britain also happens to be the jugular of the United States? 

... A good deal less carping, and a great deal more creative and 
comradely approach to Britain’s present peril would now seem to be 
rather urgently indicated. 

But Mr. Dulles’s decision to withdraw the High Dam offer 
(however much ’Abd un-Nasir’s cavalier treatment of the offer 

1 ‘Nasserism — A Modem Riddle of the Sphinx’, New York Times Magazine, 
27 July 1948, p. 41. 

2 See Stewart Alsop: New York Herald-Tribune , 12 April 1956. 
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had earned the rebuke) seems to have been reached on mainly 
domestic considerations, 1 without regard for the possible conse- 
quences to the United States’ European allies. 

As for the British Government’s critics at home, Middle East 
Crisis, by Guy Wint and Peter Calvocoressi, was by far the most 
ably reasoned of the Opposition publications evoked by the crisis, 
the least infected by party rancour. Of the general display of 
condemnation a Zionist observer remarked sardonically: 

As a demonstration of the continued strength of Protestant-liberal 
morality among the British middle and professional classes, it was 
impressive. . . . Possibly the whole furor is evidence that the British 
are still sound at heart; certainly it disclosed that a good many liberal 
intellectuals are a little soft in the head. But then that is not exactly 
a new discovery . 2 

It was indeed no discovery to Zionists, who had been systematically 
exploiting that same softness for the past forty years. 

After two months of agonized travail after Suez Washington 
brought forth* not exactly perhaps a ridiculus mus but the Eisen- 
hower Doctrine. At the time it seemed as if the State Department 
had been at such pains to dot the i’s and cross the t’s for Congress 
that the Doctrine would become operative only in the unlikely 
event of a Middle Eastern country’s being the victim of direct 
aggression by ‘international Communism’; but by April 1957 it 
had served to give decisive United States support to Kong Husain 
of Jordan when he moved to reverse the steady leftward shift of 
his Government, led by the national-socialist Sulaiman an- 
Nabulsi, and of his young Chief of Staff, Ali Abu Nuwar. 
Against all expectation Jordan was saved for the west, at least 
temporarily, and the conservative politicians and army officers 
who had been displaced after Sir John Glubb’s expulsion returned 
after little more than a year to high office in government and the 
Jaish al-’Arabi, the former Arab Legion. American policy was, 
however, less successful in trying to steer a course through the 

1 See the Alsop Brothers: New York Herald-Tribune, 23 July 1956. John 
Robinson Beal’s biography John Foster Dulles (1957) may be regarded as semi- 
official: see pp. 258-60, and cf. pp. 207-10 for the beginning of the breakdown 
in communications between Washington and London, over the Dienbienphu 
crisis in the Spring of 1954. 

2 George Lichtheim, in Commentary 22 (December 1956), 511. See also 
(more soberly) Max Beloff: ‘Suez-and the British Conscience’, ibid., 23 (1957), 
309. 
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Syrian war-scare of the autumn of 1957. So tortuous and artificial 
a labyrinth was this that Washington was not generally to blame 
for hesitating; but unfortunately Mr. Dulles gave another 
exhibition of blowing hot on Friday and cold on Tuesday which 
must have encouraged all the enemies of the West. 

During all these months the spotlight had been off Gamal * Abd 
un-Nasir, and he and Egypt basked in the reflected splendour of 
their diplomatic victory but licked the real wounds that they had 
suffered at the hands of the Israelis in Sinai. The sending of an 
Egyptian token force to the Syrian-Turkish border was doubtless 
a move to reassert Egypt’s presence after the moral defeat received 
in Jordan; and the holding in Cairo in December of the Asian- 
African People’s Solidarity Conference was a sequel to the 
Bandoeng conference of 1955 which had been ’Abd un-Nasir’s 
first appearance on the international stage. This time, however, 
the Soviet delegates were at pains to incite their Asian-African 
disciples to further acts of ‘nationalization’ of foreign property, 
after the Suez Canal model. 

Since the end of the Palestine War, nine years earlier, the Syrian 
Republic had known only the alternation of parliamentary 
anarchy and dictatorship. After the overthrow of the dictator 
Adib Shishakli early in 1954, the Ba‘th Party, a group of young 
national-socialists, had acquired an ascendancy out of all propor- 
tion to their actual representation in Parliament, since their faction 
among the army officers had prevailed over the rival ‘Syrian 
National Party’ in a series of conspiracy trials. However, the 
Bath still feared that the older conservative groups of landowners 
and merchants might stage a counter-coup against them, and to 
strengthen their position they had accordingly, since 1955, been 
urging the ‘progressive’ military rulers of Egypt for a federal 
union. Meanwhile, a potential rival had been improving his 
position — Khalid al-’Azm, an ‘able and ambitious landowner and 
business-man of ancient family, whose movement to the left has 
oeen an important factor in the past two years’. 1 The Ba‘th 
renewed their representations to Cairo in January 1958 and this 
time, although Syria represented a political liability and only 
contingently an economic asset to Egypt, ’Abd un-Nasir accepted 

1 Albert Hourani: ‘The Pull of Arab Unity*, The Times , 21 May 1958. See 
also Paolo Minganti: ‘Considerazioni sull* union e fra Siria ed Egitto\ Oriente 
Moderno , XXXVIII (February 1958), 101-6. 
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the offer: no doubt the immediate boost of prestige from the 
proclamation on 1 February of the ‘United Arab Republic’ out- 
weighed the more practical considerations. Already in the 
previous summer a scholar had drawn attention to ‘the steady 
revival of the concept of an Islamic community (umma) especially 

in Egypt The tendency today is to reject the Western origin 

of nationalism and to base it on Islam’; 1 and this was strikingly 
demonstrated by ’Abd un-Nasir in proclaiming the new Anschluss 
to the Egyptian national assembly: 

The inseparability of unity and strength has always been one of the 
most marked characteristics of the history of our nation. For not once 
has unity been realized, but it was followed by strength, and not once 
have we possessed strength, but unity was its natural result. . . . 

The way in which the efforts toward unity were pursued differed 
with the ages, but the aim remained the same, and the end in view 
was always the realization of these moments we are living now. The 
area was unified by the force of arms at the time when arms were the 
means by which humanity in its infancy made itself understood. Then 
it was unified by the holy prophecies when divine messages began to 
descend upon the earth to guide humanity. Again it was unified by 
the power of faith, when the banners of Islam rose on high, bearing 
the new message of God, in confirmation of those preceding it, and 
calling for the establishment of justice, [speaking God’s final word to 
God’s servants. The area became united in language, the day when 
Arabic triumphed over all other tongues]. The whole region was 
united for reasons of mutual security, to face an imperialism coming 
from Europe and bearing the Cross in order to disguise its ambitions 
behind the facade of Christianity. 

The meaning of unity was never clearer than when the Christianity 
of the Arab Orient joined the ranks of Islam [sic] to battle the Cru- 
saders until victory. . . .2 

Three years earlier, in the first flush of the agreement to withdraw 

1 P. J. Vatikiotis, in Philip W. Thayer ed. : Tensions in the Middle East (pro- 
ceedings of a conference held by the Johns Hopkins University, August 1957), 
pp. 172-3. 

2 Speech by President Gamal Abdel Nasser, 5 February 1958 (Information 
Administration, Press Bureau of the United Arab Republic, New York). This 
authorized version has bowdlerized the passage printed in square brackets above 
which is taken from an unofficial translation printed by the New York Times , 
6 February: the official text has suppressed the reference to ‘God’s final word’; 
and the implied reference in the next sentence to the submergence of the 
Aramaic and Coptic languages, formerly spoken by the Christians of the 
Middle East, has been smoothed out into a reference to ‘the various elements 
in a single Arab nation’. 
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the British troops from the Suez Canal zone, it would seem that 
’Abd un-Nasir had been even more explicit in proclaiming a 
Muslim revival, but at that moment of false optimism few 
Western observers had taken notice: 

We are endowed with a spiritual force and a faith in God and a sense 
of brotherhood which fit us to open a chapter in the history of 
humanity like that chapter which our forefathers opened 1,300 years 
ago. Why should we not once again give the world a message of 
peace and mercy, of brotherhood and equality, so as to dispel all the 
darkness from the hearts and souls of those who now believe only in 
material things? In the past we received the Revelation from heaven, 
to guide the human race towards its destiny; this was the civilization 
of Islam, which will deliver the world from the darkness of error, 
ignorance and discord. Today a new revelation springs from our 
hearts, to guide the human race towards its destiny again. Today again 
our message is worthy of reaching hearts and souls which are perishing, 
and of freeing them once again from the darkness of error, ignorance, 
and discord. . . . 

. . . For our religion is the religion of the whole of humanity, not 
the religion of a single race. For our nation is the first that has pro- 
claimed peace, brotherhood, and humanity on the earth, and it pays 
no heed to the appeals of racialism. For our land is the land of the 
Prophecy, and it is not possible that out of it should come an appeal 
to evil . . .1 

It was inevitable that the proclamation of the United Arab 
Republic should make a tremendous appeal to the younger 
‘intellectuals’ of all the eastern Arab countries and should confirm 
the ascent to heroic stature which the Soviet arms deal of 1955 
had begun for ’Abd un-Nasir: his name was now coupled, in 
Damascus and Cairo, with that of the great Saladin — Salah 
ud-Din al~Malik an-Nasir 2 Besides this exaltation the proclama- 
tion of the Federal Union of Iraq and Jordan made little echo 
among the ‘intellectuals’, for this was merely a federation of 
unpopular governments and of two scions of the conservative 
House of Hashim: there was nothing national-socialist about it, 
and there was no doubt that if a plebiscite had been freely held 
in Iraq and Jordan the urban ‘intellectuals’ 3 (meaning everyone 

1 Preface to Oil and Arab Policy (Liberation Movement, Cairo, October 
1954), quoted by Jean Vigneau: ‘L’ld^ologie de la revolution £gyptienne’, 
Politique Etrang&re , 22 (1957), p. 455. 2 ‘Victorious King’, the title of Saladin. 

8 See Frank Stoakes: ‘Les Tendances nationalistes dans ITraq d*apr£s- 
guerre*, Politique Etr anger e, 23 (1958). 
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who had attended a secondary school) would have polled over- 
whelmingly for the Egyptian bikbashi whose 99 per cent, poll in 
the Egypto-Syrian plebiscite, though it was of course a fake in 
the absence of any opponent, did represent a very real, if perhaps 
ephemeral, popularity. 1 

Already at the end of 1957 1 had referred to ‘the ‘Syro-Egyptian 
campaign to harass Lebanon (the Middle Eastern “Austria”) into 
Gleichschaltung , 2 for neither the Egyptian military junta nor the 
Syrian Ba‘th had forgiven President Sharnun of Lebanon the 
initiative he had taken, in the aftermath of the Suez crisis, to 
establish a pro-Western government in Beirut with the redoubt- 
able Dr. Charles Malik, graduate of the American University of 
Beirut and Harvard and exponent of neo-Thomism at the United 
Nations, as Foreign Minister. The Lebanese Opposition, which 
was led by the disgruntled Sunni Muslim ward politicians Sa’ib 
Salam and Abdullah al-Yafi but also figured the Druze socialist- 
aristocrat Kamal Junbalat (‘Jumblat’), looked openly to Damascus 
for support in the parliamentary election of June 1957; and though 
the extent of the Government victory was due in some measure 
to administrative interference and to bribery more Libanico , Salam 
and Yafi had their own recourse to violence two weeks earlier 
to thank for their defeat in the Beirut No. 1 District. 3 But this 
parliamentary election was only a preliminary to the presidential 
election which was due in the autumn of 1958 on the completion 
of Kamil Sham'un’s six-year term. Article 49 of the Constitution 
prescribed that a President might be re-elected only after an 
interval of six years; and after President Bishara al-Khuri (who 
had had this article waived in his favour, ‘as an exceptional case’, 
in 1948) had been overthrown by the ‘rose-water revolution’ of 
September 1952, Article 49 had been reaffirmed under Sham'un’s 
auspices. But now his own term was expiring, and where among 
Lebanon’s 450,000 Maronites was there a political figure who 
could be relied on to continue his pro-Western policy, which 
went as far as endorsement of the Eisenhower Doctrine? The 

1 cf. the 1921 plebiscite in Iraq for King Faisal I, above, p. 144. If in 1970 
‘Abd un-Nasir can look back over twelve years of consolidation, as Faisal could, 
he will not have done badly; but, as the Turkish Ambassador to Egypt had 
warned the junta, ‘Regardez Napoleon et ce que fut sa fin quand il eut atteint 
le sommet’ (Bourse Egyptienne, 5 January 1954). 

2 Annual Register , 1957, p. 288. 

3 See ‘Elections in the Lebanese Republic, the Prospects Surveyed’, The 
World Today , 13 (June 1957). 

20 
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Parliament returned by the 1957 election could furnish the two- 
thirds majority needed to remove once more the stumbling-block 
of Article 49; and in the spring of 1958, therefore, the Opposition 
was resorting increasingly to urban intimidation and arms- 
smuggling from Syria, while the United Arab Republic propa- 
ganda machine ever more vehemently incited the Lebanese 
‘patriots’ against their Government. 

The murder of an extremist newspaper-editor on 8 May was 
immediately followed by open rebellion in the northern Muslim 
port of Tripoli and in the Shuf, where the behaviour of Junbalat’s 
Druze henchmen by no means conformed with the non-violence 
prescribed by his guru, Mahatma Gandhi. On 20 May Mr. Dulles 
startled his press conference with the reminder of an amendment 
that Senator Mansfield had inserted into the Eisenhower Doctrine 
during its passage through Congress, that ‘the independence and 
integrity of the countries of the Middle East is vital to world 
peace and the national interest of the United States’, which could 
authorize the President to intervene even though there had been 
no impact of ‘international communism’. But the more the 
Lebanese civil war (not very bloody, but still far less chic than the 
brief coup d'etat of 1952) developed, the less simple an aspect did 
it present to the sympathetic Western observer. Albert Hourani 
wrote 1 that ‘in the last resort most of the Christian half of the 
population identifies itself with Western Christendom, while most 
of the Muslim half is finally identified with the “Arabism” of 
Damascus and Cairo’; but by the end of May the Maronite 
Patriarch had come out so openly against the Maronite President 
(in part for personal reasons, apparently) as to deny that there 
was any interference coming from the United Arab Republic 
against all the aural evidence provided by the Damascus and Cairo 
Radios. 2 The Commander-in-Chief remained so determined to 
keep his little army out of politics, and to preserve his own 
virginity as a neutral candidate for the Presidency, that he declined 
to order his troops into action against the rebels. As the Lebanese 
Government hesitantly moved to indict the U.A.R. before the 
Security Council, a diplomat at the U.N. asked, ‘If Washington 
cannot save Chamoun and Charles Malik, who will dare to side 

1 ‘The Pull of Arab Unity*, loc. cit. 

2 For the Patriarch’s strong statement of 4 March in favour of Lebanon’s 
independence, sovereignty, and freedom, see Paolo Minganti: Tn margine alia 
crisi libanese’, Oriente Moderno , XXXVIII (1958), pp. 220-1. 
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with the United States?’, and Lord Salisbury spoke in the House 
ofLords of the bankruptcy of Washington’s ‘policy of the fence’. 1 

On 3 July the Swedish secretary-general of the U.N., after a 
tour of mediation among the Arab capitals, stated with reference 
to the Lebanese crisis: 

The phrase you sometimes find in the newspapers, ‘mass infiltration’, 
has not been and is not warranted at present. I am sorry. I would 
correct myself on one point. I would delete the words ‘has not been’ 
and say just straight that to my knowledge we have no foundation 
for such a judgment now. 2 

The phrase ‘mass infiltration’ may well have been a rhetorical 
exaggeration of Charles Malik’s; but the hastily improvised team 
of U.N. observers in Lebanon were not allowed to move freely 
in the rebel-held areas, were restricted to motor-roads in the 
mountain areas, did not venture out at night, and spoke no 
Arabic. Cairo and Damascus were quick to hail Mr. Hammar- 
skjold’s words as proof of their unsullied innocence: to those old 
enough to remember the Munich ‘appeasement’ operation of 
twenty years earlier, the analogy with the whitewashing technique 
of the Runciman mission was very close. 

The Iraqi coup d’etat of 14 July knocked the linch-pin out of 
the Baghdad Pact and Mr. Dulles’s ‘northern tier’ concept. Nuri 
as-Sa’id had been ‘dismembered’ by the Baghdad mob, visiting 
Jordanian conservatives and American business-men likewise 
turned over to the mob and beaten to death, the British Ambassa- 
dor shot at and his Embassy burnt and looted. The revolutionary 
regime was headed by soldiers and civilians who had rallied to 
the ‘Golden Square’ and Rashid Ali in 1941 and had counted on 
the Nazi German support which had proved to be too little and 
too late. 3 At last it seemed to be obvious to Washington as to 
London that if they did not move immediately, the much feebler 
governments of Lebanon and Jordan would be swept away as 
quickly as Nuri’s collapsed Tower of Babel; and Gamal ’Abd 
un-Nasir would be left straddling the Middle East as the ‘Corsican 
usurper’ had straddled Europe 150 years before. The U.S. inter- 
vention imposed caution upon the Lebanese civil war, so that 
the presidential election could be held and authority transferred 
to the new President at the lawful time and by constitutional 

1 Christian Science Monitor, 23 May 1958; House of Lords, 14 May. 

2 New York Times, 4 July 1958, p. 6. a See above, pp. 198-9. 
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process, not by the fiat of anonymous gang-leaders armed and 
directed by the Syrian army intelligence. The British interven- 
tion preserved Jordan — admittedly a 'kept state' (in the words 
of Ancurin Bevan, who had no scruples about being the official 
guest of the Kremlin autocrats with their periphery of ‘kept’ 
satellites), but also under King Husain a desirable buffer between 
pan-Arab bellicose posturing and Israeli quickness to resort to pre- 
ventive warfare in self-defence. In these respects, the American- 
British intervention of 1958, much as it contravened the theor- 
etic principles of the United Nations and thus made nonsense 
of spinsterish Washingtons equivocating prudery over the 
High Dam-Suez crisis, 1 justified itself in terms of international 
realism. 

Outside Iraq, Arab nationalists universally rejoiced that the 
Baghdad mobs had lynched the 'traitors', as the Cairo and Damas- 
cus propaganda machines had so long demanded, and that no 
obstacle to the further advance towards Arab unity apparently 
remained. Portraits of 'Abd un-Nasir, formerly banned in Iraq, 
were immediately posted by the thousands in public places. 2 But 
it soon became evident that the revolutionary regime was an 
uneasy coalition between those who wanted to press ahead to- 
wards closer union with the United Arab Republic and those 
who, after campaigning against Nuri under the slogan of Arab 
unity, were less inclined, once in power, to consider sharing 
Iraq's oil revenues with Egypt, a nation hungry for investment 
capital, or subordinating Iraq's army to an Egyptian high com- 
mand whose ineffectiveness had again been demonstrated in 
Sinai. During the autumn, Colonel Abd us-Salam Arif— second- 
in-command of the revolutionary junta and the commander 
whose troops had actually occupied Baghdad on 14 July — made 
an ill-organized bid to assert his primacy against his senior, 
Brigadier Abdul Karim Qasim, who had planned the coup with 
him but whose troops were at Ba'quba, ready to move if Arif 
failed. There appears to be little evidence that Arif's autumn bid 

j Full use of Sir Anthony Eden’s disclosures in his memoirs, entitled Full 
Circle (1960), must await my forthcoming study, Contemporary Arab Politics . In 
South Africa in January 1960, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, whose mother 
was a U.S. citizen, described the United States as a ‘reluctant debutante’ in 
international affairs. 

2 See Christian Science Monitor , 20 October 1958. They were later replaced by 
portraits of Brigadier Qasim ( az-za'im al-awhad \ ‘the one and only Leader’). 
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for power had other than personal motives, 1 but as a typical 
‘nearly-have’, he had been associated with adherents of the 
Syrian Ba‘th and other pan-Arab elements, with the result that 
they now shared his disgrace and Qasim came to rely increasingly 
on the leftist National Democratic Party and on Communists and 
fellow-travellers, both those who had been interned during Nuri’s 
regime and those who had found sanctuary in leftist Damascus or 
behind the ‘iron curtain’. 

A visit paid by the elderly leader of the National Democrats 
to ’Abd un-Nasir had not been a success. The latter now had in 
Iraq a rival for Soviet favours, and the governments of Sudan 
and Tunisia were showing an unwelcome independence of what 
President Bourguiba called Gamal ’Abd un-Nasir’s ‘pharaonic’ 
tendencies. In November, pan-Arab propagandists began syste- 
matically to ply Western newspaper reporters with alarmist 
stories of the inroads of Communism in Iraq. In December, while 
his Government was concluding negotiations for Soviet financing 
of the construction of the first stage of the long-delayed Aswan 
High Dam, ’Abd un-Nasir ordered the arrest of several scores 
of Communists in his Syrian province, where the carrying into 
effect of administrative unification and particularly the appli- 
cation of a land-reform law were causing difficulties. Speaking 
on 23 December at Port Said, in celebration of the anniversary 
of the ‘victory’ won there two years earlier, he accused the 
Communists of ‘opportunistic’ opposition to Arab nationalism, 2 
and coupled their activity with those of imperialism and 
Zionism. 

However, his desire not to forfeit the advantages of Soviet 
economic aid — notably the construction of the first stage of the 
High Dam and of a new shipyard at Alexandria — remained 
evident. Even after Khrushchev, speaking at the Twenty-first 
Communist Party Congress, had issued a warning to ’Abd 
un-Nasir, the latter, during the anniversary celebrations of the 

1 See Simon Jargy: ‘Une page d’histoire de la revolution irakienne: le proc&s 
Abd al-Salam Aref’, Orient , 12 (1959); A. F.: ‘A Year of Republican Iraq’, The 
World Today , 15 (1959). 

2 The well-known Lebanese businessman and politician, Emile Bustani, has 
naively commented: ‘Local nationalists echoed his words and rounded up their 
local Communists, although the day before his speech was made, many people 
had been of the opinion that Arab nationalism and Communism were synony- 
mous’. ( Middle East Forum [Beirut], 34, no. 4 [April 1959], 45; cf. Walter Z. 
Laqueur: ‘Nasser and the Iraqi Communists’, Commentary , 27 [February 1959], 
especially p. 106.) 
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establishment of the U.A.R. in February 1959, spoke of his people 
‘maintaining sincere feelings of friendship for the people of the 
Soviet Union’. 1 He accused ‘imperialists and opportunists’ of 
trying to make trouble between the U.A.R. and the U.S.S.R. 
and between the U.A.R. and Iraq, and there were reports of his 
willingness to meet the Iraqi Premier, doubtless in a competition 
for popular favour. However, the failure of a pro-U.A.R. mili- 
tary coup in northern Iraq 2 inflamed passions again, and by mid- 
March ‘the puerile and bloodthirsty game . . . played with terrible 
earnestness by depraved children’ 3 had been resumed, ’Abd un- 
Nasir, who had remained in Syria during the past month, accused 
the Iraqi Communists of being allied with Britain to destroy 
Arab nationalism; 4 and having received a sharper rebuke from 
Khrushchey than that administered in January, he now retorted 
that during the Suez crisis Egypt had received ‘no sign of help 
from any country, including the Soviet Union’. 5 

The political committee of the Arab League met in Beirut early 
in April at the instance of the Sudan Government, which wished 
to mediate between the U.A.R. and Iraq. The U.A.R. spokes- 
men tried to put the Iraqi revolutionary government in the dock, 
as they had tried to put Nuri’s government in the dock four years 
earlier, after the announcement of the Turko-Iraqi pact. Once 
again, however, they failed to carry the other Arab states with 
them. Iraq, Tunisia, and Jordan boycotted the meeting altogether 
because of their respective grievances with Egypt; Libya did not 
send a delegation; Sudan abstained from voting on the final 
resolution because it was not conciliatory enough; and a mere 
rump, only half the League’s membership, adopted a resolution 
which avoided mentioning Communism but equivocally con- 
demned ‘any foreign influence, from whatever direction it comes, 


1 Orient , no. 9 (1959), 134. 

2 See Michel Montserrat; ‘L’affaire de Mossoul’; A. F.: ‘A Year of Republican 
Iraq*, The World Today , 15 (1959), 296-8. 

3 Joseph Conrad: Nostromo, p. 49; Conrad was describing Central American 
politics in the late nineteenth century. 

4 Orient , no. 9 (1959), 158, trans. from al-Ahram , 21 March 1959. As early 
as 24 January, the Christian Science Monitor’s correspondent, Harry B. Ellis, 
had reported 'a widespread Egyptian conviction that Britain is working against 
President Nasser’s interests in Iraq’ [sic]. 

5 Orient, no. 9 (1959), 159, trans. from al-Ahram , 23 March; and compare 
p. 129, trans. from al-Ahram , 29 January, in which the editor (a close associate 
of ’Abd un-Nasir) had acknowledged ‘the help that the Soviet Union . . . gave 
us in our struggle for liberty and life’. 
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creating dissension among the Arabs. . . . n It was a major diplo- 
matic defeat for ’Abd un-Nasir, who was reduced to making the 
following appeal to an Indian left-wing editor: 

In Khrushchev’s eyes is the group of Communists who do not respect 
their country more important than the friendship of a great ocean of 
Arab peoples stretching from the Persian Gulf to the Atlantic? . . . For 
every gesture on his part in favour of the Arabs we have been grateful 
ten times over. But for every blow that he directs against us we are 

hitting back with ten blows in return The British are like wounded 

wolves . . . using every tool that comes to hand, from Qasim to the 
Communists, to destroy me. 1 2 

The device of ‘positive neutralism’ had boomeranged on its in- 
ventor, 3 who now tried to compensate by once more playing off 
(and not without some success) the United States against Britain. 4 

It was evident that, as Western observers had suspected much 
earlier, the Soviet blandishments so blithely accepted by Egypt 
and Syria from 1955 through 1958 had been designed to fan the 
anti-W estern feeling of the ‘intelligentsia’ throughout the eastern 
Arab world, and especially to make trouble for the West in the 
oil-producing countries of the Persian Gulf. 5 The reckless and 
unheeding Egyptian and Syrian campaign of subversion directed 
against Nuri as-Sa’id had served to neutralize the constructive 
aspects of his regime, and had helped to bring on the Iraqi revolu- 
tion of 1958; but then the ‘age-old conflict of the Euphrates and 
Nile valleys’ 6 had continued to operate; and ‘in Cairo as in Bagh- 
dad the Arabs, carried away by their rival ambitions, continued 
to exhaust their strength in empty, sterile quarrelling. On all sides 
it was the triumph of the Lie.’ 7 

By June, however, the indications that the U.A.R. campaign 

1 Christian Science Monitor , 8 April 1959. 

2 ‘Interview du President de la R£publique arabe unie’, Orient , no. 10 (1959), 
184-5, translated from al-Ahram (Cairo), 18 April 1959. 

3 cf. Emile Delestre: ‘La R^publique arabe unie face a l’lrak et au commu- 
nisme’, Orient , no. 9 (1959), 21. 

4 See Harry B. Ellis: Christian Science Monitor, 23 April 1959. 

6 See Delestre, loc. cit. ; and the manifesto of the Syrian Communist General 
Afif al-Bizri attacking the United Arab Republic: ‘Instead of sending our arma- 
ments to Mosul, would it not have been better to send them to the fighters in 
Algeria, Oman, and southern Arabia, and any other country struggling against 
imperialism?’ ( Orient , no. 10, p. 213, translated from the Beirut al-Akhbar, 
10 May 1959). 

® Albert Hourani: ‘The Middle East and the Crisis of 1956’, in St. Anthony’s 
Papers No. 4: Middle Eastern Affairs , no, 1 (1958), 37. 

7 Delestre, op. cit., p. 20. 
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against Qasim was making him more dependent on the Iraqi 
Communists had penetrated ’Abd un-Nasir’s consciousness. The 
violent attacks on Qasim (as well as on King Husain of Jordan) 
abated, even though Damascus and Cairo (especially the former) 
lost no opportunity to magnify the continuing unrest in Iraq. 
The Egyptians, seeking a new target for popular fervour, resumed 
a practice which they had for some time discontinued — con- 
fiscating goods made in Israel from ships using the Suez Canal, 
in defiance of the Security Council resolution of 1951 and of the 
attempts which the U.N. Secretary-General now made to mediate 
in the matter. The Israelis, for their part, had been congratulating 
themselves on their growing trade and friendly relations with 
such countries as Burma, Ceylon, and Ghana. 1 Accordingly, in 
his speech commemorating the seventh anniversary of the Egyp- 
tian revolution, ’Abd un-Nasir sought to counter this by declaring 
that Israel was being ‘used as a spearhead by imperialists to enable 
them to gain a foothold in the newly independent countries in 
Africa’, and by calling on the ‘200 million sufferers from im- 
perialist injustice in Africa and Asia’ to co-operate in an economic 
boycott of Israel. 2 

Meanwhile, in Iraq, the Communists had reached the apogee 
of their influence about the end of April: 

They had owed their success, it would seem, less to their numerical im- 
portance than to the clumsy political errors of their opponents. 3 The 
unrestrained propaganda of the United Arab Republic, the ill-organ- 
ized efforts of Colonel Abd us-Salam Arif, finally, and above all, 
Colonel Shawwaf’s wretched business at Mosul certainly did much 
more to assure their popularity than the fiery editorials in their news- 
papers. 4 

On the eve of the May Day celebrations, they demanded an 
appropriate representation in the Government, but were rebuffed 
by Qasim, who declared that a return to party politics was pre- 
mature. He found support in the British Government’s agree- 
ment to meet Iraq’s armament needs — an undertaking that 

1 See Arnold Rivkin: ‘Israel and the Afro-Asian World’, Foreign Affairs , April 
1959. 

2 New York Times } 23 July 1959, from Cairo. 

3 cf, the admission of a pan-Arab propagandist that ‘the inexperience, hasti- 
ness and operational clumsiness of the Arab nationalists in Iraq was as evident as 
the shrewdness shown by Iraqi Communist leadership’ (Fayiz Sayigh, inter- 
viewed by Middle East Forum , 35, no. 6 [Beirut, June 1959], 33), 

4 Marcel Colombe: ‘Oil vaTIrak?’, Orient , no. 10 (1959), 12—13. 



The Middle East in Rei>olution 301 

encountered some criticism in those United States circles which 
had swallowed ’Abd un-Nasir’s anti-Communist bait whole; and 
he was supported domestically by the readiness with which the 
National Democrat leaders agreed to discontinue their party 
activities. During June, Qasim continued to move away from 
the Communists. The military governor-general of Iraq, Briga- 
dier Ahmad Salih al-Abdi, became increasingly prominent; he 
announced that the Communist-dominated Popular Resistance 
Forces (al-Muqawama ash-Sha’biya ), which had been terrorizing 
the cities, were no longer required for emergency duties and 
should hand in their arms. The celebration of the anniversary of 
the revolution in July was marred by a violent clash at Kirkuk 
between pro-Communist Kurds, aided by an undisciplined Kurd- 
ish army unit, and more conservative Turkomans; it was officially 
admitted that seventy-nine persons were killed and forty-one 
others buried alive! From this time, Communist influence in 
Iraq seemed to falter. The party split into two factions, the 
weaker of which received Qasim’ s official sanction early in 1960. 
The pan-Arabs were persecuted anew for their failure to murder 
Qasim in October 1959. 

* * ★ 

What is happening in the Arab world today is a genuine social 
revolution, in that the products of the recently expanded univer- 
sities and high schools are seeking to break down the wall of 
privilege which has hitherto preserved high positions in public 
life, and their material rewards, for a landed and commercial 
oligarchy. It is true that the achievement of national independence 
has already done something to widen the circle of privilege: but 
not nearly enough to satisfy the thousands leaving their alma mater 
with a diploma, to find only underpaid and subordinate employ- 
ment. ‘Every time I tried to win advancement, the job went to 
someone’s friend or relative’, said a young Iraqi graduate. 1 

The programme which these young men and women now 
profess is compounded of the social justice which they deduce 
from the teaching of Islam and the welfare legislation which they 
have seen or read about in the West. In addition, they passion- 
ately profess the ideal of Arab unity, as being both economically 

1 Reported by Foster Hailey: New York Times Magazine , 10 August 1958, 

p. 12. 
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advantageous and logically essential. They have been taught that 
the boundaries which the British and French imposed on die Arab 
world after the First World War were wholly artificial, and they 
assume without question that, apart from this Western inter- 
vention, a unified Arab state formed at that time would have had 
no difficulty in holding together; they thus ignore the natural 
barrier, still formidable until broken down by the aircraft and the 
desert-worthy motor vehicle, of the Syrian desert, and also the 
factiousness of the Arab character, which sets Aleppo against 
Damascus, Mosul against Baghdad, Tripoli against Beirut. For 
the states not blessed with abundant oil revenues the ideal of Arab 
unity offers a convenient way of redistributing more equitably 
to themselves the oil wealth of Sa’udi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iraq. 
And it would seem that the transcendent Unity, which Islam 
predicates so categorically of its God, has been transferred in this 
politically obsessed age to his Chosen People, the Arabs. Their 
unity on earth is essential as confirmation of His unity in the eter- 
nal realm. The universality of Islam is degraded to the level of 
Arab nationalism. 1 

These aspirations of the young ‘intellectuals’ could be regarded 
with greater sympathy, were it not that in their impatience to 
achieve their loosely-defined ends they seem largely indifferent 
to the means employed. This is no doubt true of all revolutions; 
but we have to take into account also the Arab character with its 
intense preoccupation with what is immediate and its relative 
unconcern for continuity, its spurts of passionate energy and its 
reluctance to undertake the long steady up-hill haul. The young 
‘intellectuals’ have learnt in school how the Arabs of the seventh 
century a.d. sprang from tribalism to imperial dominion in one 
generation, and have been given an idealized picture of what that 
empire was like, until its expansion enabled foreign intellectual 
trends to infiltrate and dilute the Arab spirit. 2 Again, we must 
remember that Sin is emphasized far less by Muslim than by 
Christian theology, and its existence is in any case contemptuously 
denied by ‘intellectuals’ in the Arab world no less than in the 
West. Consequently they are blind to the ubiquity and pervasive- 

1 Though an empiricist like ’Abd un-Nasir manages to get the best of both 
worlds; see above, p. 291. 

a Sa’adun Hammadi of Wisconsin University, as reported by Nissim Rejwan, 
‘Arab Nationalism in Search of an Ideology’, in Walter Z. Laqueur, ed, : The 
Middle East in Transition (1958), p. 148. 
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ness of the corruption that power brings in its wake. In their eyes, 
the outgoing oligarchy which the revolution is now displacing 
was corrupt, by definition; but they cannot conceive that a rlass 
or a clique newly coming to power is exposed to temptations far 
more subtle than the venal (and comparatively venial) 1 corrup- 
tion of an Establishment; and they blandly assume that the sup- 
posed purity of their aims will save them from contamination. 
Yet power in the hands of inexperienced men with old scores to 
pay off 2 can give rise to the most terrible abuses and perversions, 
as the lesson of Nazi Germany shows; and a military oligarchy, 
wielding the direct means of physical power, is particularly liable 
to become infected by the libido of that power. 

We see this already in the incitement to political murder which 
has become so constant a theme of propaganda broadcasts from 
Cairo and Damascus in recent years. Political murder is a practice 
rooted in Arab history since the first caliphs and endemic in their 
tribal intrigues. Restrained by Ottoman and subsequently British 
and French authority, it has broken forth again with horrid 
frequency since the achievement of national independence. The 
young ‘intellectuals’ seem to regard it with moral indifference, as a 
convenient way of removing opponents who cannot immediately 
be dislodged by constitutional means, and they are heedless of the 
indiscriminate beastliness of the practice. In fact the fallen poli- 
tician is literally thrown to the urban rabble 3 as the defeated 
gladiator was once sacrificed to the bloodlust of the Roman 
sentina urhis. 

It is natural that the Arab ‘intellectual’ revolution should accept 
the army as its spearhead, since the junior army officers are identi- 
fied with the revolt against privilege and have the same social 
background as the civilian ‘intellectuals’. It is doubtful, however, 
whether the latter are aware of the dangers that military dictator- 
ship may involve them in; and they probably regard this dicta- 
torship, all too facilely, as a mere transition to the Paradise Garden 
of ‘Arab social democracy’. 

★ ★ ★ 

It is ironical, but part of the same historical process, that just 

1 ‘A man is rarely so innocently employed as when he is making money/ 

1 The conspiracy trial of members of the fallen regime, which opened in 
Baghdad in mid-August, already gave grounds for concern. 

3 Baghdad, July 1958. 
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when western Christendom has become ready to admit that its 
expansion over other continents in recent centuries was a con- 
comitant of that secular European expansion, now dubbed 
‘imperialism 5 (and has drawn the corollary that such offshoots as 
the Church of South India must be left free to work out their own 
salvation), there should now be a revival of militancy on the part 
of Arab Islam. But this is not surprising, for we have seen that 
the early centuries of Islam were an imperial success-story, and 
it therefore became natural for Muslims to regard the Muslim 
imperial system as the outward and visible sign of God’s favour 
shown to his Chosen People. 1 Even when political leadership 
passed from the Arabs to Persians and then to Turks, the fact 
that the new rulers were Muslims maintained unshaken the assur- 
ance that the Dar ul-Islam remained strong because Islam was the 
true faith. But in the nineteenth century this secular prop was 
rudely knocked away: 

The Muslim has been troubled not by questions of truth so much as 
by questions of power. ... In Muslim conviction power comes from 
God, and yet here were the British empire, the Dutch empire, the 
French empire growing daily more powerful than Islamic society. . . . 
Islamic backwardness implies that something has gone wrong not only 
with the Muslim’s own development but with the governance of the 
universe. . . . 

The burning of Cairo, the assassination of Prime Ministers, the 
intimidating of Christians, the vehemence and hatred in their literature 
— all this is to be understood in terms of a people who have lost their 
way, whose heritage has proven unequal to modernity, whose leaders 
have been dishonest, whose ideals have failed. In this aspect, the new 
Islamic upsurge is a force not to solve problems but to intoxicate those 
who cannot longer abide the failure to solve them. 2 

’Abd un-Nasir himself was frank enough in 1954 to admit the 
extent of the moral anarchy which he and his colleagues dis- 
covered in Egypt after their coup d'etat two years earlier: 

Every man we questioned had nothing to recommend except to kill 
someone else. Every idea we listened to was nothing but an attack on 
some other idea. If we had gone along with everything we heard, we 
would have killed off all the people and torn , down every idea. . . . 

1 For the Chosen People concept in Islam, see Hazem Zaki Nuseibeh: The 
Ideas of Arab Nationalism (Cornell, 1956), p. 24. 

2 Wilfred Cantwell Smith: Islam in Modern History (Princeton, 1957), pp. 
111-12, 158-9. The second paragraph refers especially to Egypt since 1945, 
but is equally applicable to Syria. 
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We were deluged with petitions and complaints by the thousands 
. . and had these complaints and petitions dealt with cases demanding 
justice or grievances calling for redress, this motive would have been 
understandable and logical. But most of the cases referred to were no 
more or less than demands for revenge, as though the revolution had 
taken place in order to become a weapon in the hand of hatred and 
vindictiveness. 1 

For over two years, as we have seen, the Revolutionary Council 
made a sincere attempt to find solutions that were on the whole 
moderate for Egypt’s internal and external problems; but when, 
as a result, they were confronted in autumn 1954 with a militant 
Opposition coalition that probably had adherents inside the army 
itself, ’Abd un-Nasir and his colleagues took the easier course of 
going with the nationalist tide, capturing the extremist slogans: 
and though the tide has carried him to his present peak of popu- 
larity, where does he go from here? 

The essential thing which Western liberals have ignored about 
the recent developments of Arab nationalism is that, while it 
expresses its aspirations in terms of abstract Right, 2 it bases its 
assessment of a situation in terms of concrete Power. It is doubt- 
ful, indeed, whether in the traditional Muslim view there is any 
contradiction here: for the belief in Islam as the true faith — 
‘God’s final word to the servants of God’, in the words of ’Abd 
un-Nasir — carries with it the belief that acceptance of the true 
faith has been rewarded by God in history, with the abstract 
reward of a superior Right and the concrete reward of Power — 
the historic Arab and Muslim Empire. The growing subservience 
of the Muslim world to Western imperialism in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries was thus a ‘cosmic impiety’, as was 
the Babylonian Exile for conventional Jews of the sixth century 
b.c. — but so far resurgent Islam has not found the spiritual reas- 
surance which the Second Isaiah provided for Judaism. 

Instead there have been the political false prophets with their 
cult of Power; and while Britain and France have been in retreat 
and the United States writhes Laocoon-like in the coils of her 
own democratic and egalitarian platitudes — the ideological ecto- 
plasm of the revolutionary past which she has left behind but 
cannot slough off— the crude dynamism of the U.S.S.R. has 

1 Egypt s Liberation , the Philosophy of the Revolution , pp. 34-5. 

2 cf. Sa’adun Hammadi, as reported below, p. 312. 
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struck the imagination of the Arab nationalists as the crude 
dynamism of Nazi Germany did some twenty years earlier. The 
West, in its horror at the bloody Soviet repression of the Hun- 
garian rising of 1956, has expected Arabs to be similarly shocked; 
but, quite apart from the fact that in Arab minds the repression 
of Hungary was overlaid by the Suez expedition, 1 this is just how 
Middle Eastern regimes have always dealt with dissidents. This 
is how Ibrahim Pasha tried to crush the Greek insurrection in 
the 1820*5; this is how Atatiirk and Riza Shah repressed their 
rebellious Kurdish tribes between the two World Wars; this is 
how Bakr Sidqi repressed the Assyrians in Iraq in 1933 ; this is how 
Abdul Karim Qasim repressed the Mosul conspiracy in March 
1959. And this, for all the hypocrisy of those who condemn the 
South African Government today, is how the ‘paleface’ consum- 
mated the 250 years of genocide of the American Indian. Nothing 
has changed, except the formulae which nationalism sometimes 
assumes in order to attract the sympathy of liberals’ who have 
conveniendy forgotten their own bloody past. 2 Perhaps Arab 
nationalism did believe for a time in the formulae of liberalism 
and constitutionalism as a passport to national independence; but 
disillusion came with the imposed settlement after the First World 
War; and the memory of Adolf Hitler is still respected for having 
shown Arab nationalists the way to deal with Israel. 

In 1959 the opposition which ’Abd un-Nasir had encountered 
— both from Qasim of Iraq and Bourguiba of Tunisia — to his 
plans for a Cairo-dominated Arab unity, extending from the 
Atlantic to the Persian Gulf, forced upon him an opportunistic 
change of tactics or, at least, of slogans. Characteristically African 
in his aping of more advanced political methods and phrases, he 
made a Stalin-like switch from Arab-world revolution to 
‘socialism in the U.A.R.’, with his rallying cry the doubling of 
the national, income in ten years. Posturing now as a convinced 
anti-Communist, he was able to cozen the United States — 
intent as ever on ‘keeping up with the Kremlin’ in soliciting the 
votes of the neutral (i.e., impartially mendicant) new states 
crowding into the U.N. — into extending him some $200 million 

1 The Egyptian censorship suppressed all mention of it until 1959. 

2 ‘America in the nineteenth century did expand, but into empty land. It is 
one thing to conquer a subject people; another to occupy vacant real estate* 
(Adolf A. Berle, Jr., New York Times Book Review , 15 February 1959, p. 3; 
challenged by Edgar I. Stewart, ibid., 29 March 1959, p. 25). 
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for various purposes, including the deepening of the Suez Canal, 
where Israeli cargoes were still being seized in defiance of the 
Security Council, Hammarskjold’s ‘quiet diplomacy’, and Presi- 
dent Eisenhower’s pious assurances of 1957. ’Abd un-Nasir half- 
heartedly renewed diplomatic relations with a Britain which 
might once again buy his cotton and thus relieve him of exces- 
sive dependence on tricky iron-curtain buyers; but Cairo Radio 
continued to broadcast virulently anti-British propaganda to 
Kenya. He bargained with the anti-Soviet government of 
Western Germany to finance the flooding of the Qattara depres- 
sion (near the spot where Rommel had been stopped and beaten 
in 1942) in order to produce hydro-electricity; but he still relied 
on the Soviet Union to finance and build the second, major 
stage of his High Dam. He reached an apparently satisfactory 
agreement with the Sudan over important questions concerning 
the Nile waters; but restiveness in his ‘northern province’ (for- 
merly independent Syria) called for increased Egyptian military 
control and the eclipse of the Ba‘th Party, whose leaders might 
paraphrase the noth Psalm: 

The Lord said unto my Lord, 

Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thee my footstool. 1 

His rancour for the Arab challengers beyond his reach — Qasim, 
Bourguiba, and King Husain — continued unabated, and was 
reciprocated by them. Nor, in his public utterances at least, did 
his objectivity, his respect for historical truth appear to have 
matured in the school of experience. Visiting Delhi in March 
1960, he was reported to have told the Indian Parliament that 
‘armed aggression and total war’ had been brought upon Egypt 
in the High Dam-Suez-Sinai crisis by her refusal to join military 
pacts in the Middle East; and at the very moment that the U.S. 
Government was concluding new agreements to extend technical 
and economic assistance to his United Arab Republic, ’Abd un- 
Nasir in Delhi was speaking of the necessity of facing ‘the mono- 
poly of science, imperialism’s new style’. 2 

Meanwhile, a passing war scare on the Syrian-Israeli armistice 
line at the beginning of i960 (recalling the Syrian war scare of 

1 See Marcel Colombe: ‘La mission h Damas du marshal £gyptien Abd 
al-Hakim Amer’, Orient , no. 12 (1960). 

8 The Times , 1 April 1960. 
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1957, 1 but more serious) allowed the Soviet Government to pose 
as the all-highest arbiter between the contending parties. And 
the United States, once again holidaying from hard international 
realities during the protracted Saturnalia of a presidential election 
campaign, looked on as impotently as the U.N. Secretary- 
General. To bring Churchill’s phrase up to date, the locusts on 
the Eisenhower golf courses had devoured more of the free 
world’s initiative than those of the Baldwin-Chamberlain years; 
and Moscow, which under Ivan the Terrible had vaunted itself 
as the third Rome, was under Khrushchev well on the way 
(through the West’s increasing loss of faith, extending now to 
loss of faith in itself) to becoming the third London, in succession 
to metropolitan North America — and the 1960’s ‘hub of the 
universe’. 

‘There was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour.’ 

In Passiontide, i960. 

1 See my article, ‘The Syrian Crisis of 1957 — Fact and Fiction’, International 
Affairs, 36 (1960). 
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The Significance of the Crusades in East and West 

T en years ago, relying on J. La Monte’s thoughtful essay 
‘Crusade and Jihad’, I wrote in Chapter II that the psycho- 
logical impact of the Crusades on the Muslim world was 
much less than might be supposed (p. 46). More recently Gamal 
’Abd un-Nasir has stated in his Egypt’s Liberation, the Philosophy 
of the Revolution (p. 62) that ‘if the Crusades were the beginning 
of the Renaissance in Europe, they were the beginning of the 
dark ages in our country’. This is a bold, soldierly statement of 
the sort which arouses misgivings in the professional historian, 
however imprecise the definition to be attached to such terms as 
‘Renaissance’ and ‘dark ages’. Western medievalists have learnt 
during the present century to pay due tribute to the contribution 
which the Muslim civilization made to the ‘renaissance’ of the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Western Europe; but that 
contribution came essentially from Muslim Spain and Sicily, it 
was not brought back from the Levant by the Crusades; and 
though the Crusades may have contributed a few stray elements 
to the later Italian Renaissance (the Renaissance par excellence of 
nineteenth-century historians), that was essentially a Hellenic, not 
an Arabic, flowering. Furthermore, the historian would take 
leave of the Egyptian President to question if the Crusades were 
the beginning of the dark ages in his country, whether by that 
term he means Egypt or the wider Arab world. The Crusaders’ 
invasion of the Levant was made possible precisely because the 
Muslim empire had begun to fall apart a good half-century earlier, 
as my quotation from Philip Hitti (above, p. 41) bears witness; 
and in the case of Egypt the final triumph of Sultans Baybars and 
Qala’un over the Crusaders was accompanied by a final floruit 
before the Egyptian ‘dark age’ set in with the later Mamluks 
c. a.d. 1340 (see above, pp. 51-3). 

At a much deeper level of historical perception, however, 
Albert Hourani has remarked 1 that 

1 ‘The Decline of the West in the Middle East’, International Affairs, 29 
(1953), p. 32. 

21 
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the Crusades . . . left behind them memories which are still not dead. 
. . . Bishop Pococke, travelling in Egypt in the eighteenth century, 
found the peasants around Damietta still denouncing St. Louis and his 
followers; and in our own time the memory of the Crusades has been 
revived in the Arab popular mind by what has happened in Palestine. 

’Abd un~Nasir again, in his speech of sPebruary 1958 proclaiming 
the establishment of the United Arab Republic, was clearly 
referring to the Crusades when he spoke of ‘an imperialism, 
coming from Europe, and bearing the Cross in order to disguise 
its ambitions behind the fa$ade of Christianity’. 1 The Muslim 
Arab schoolboy is told in his history classes that the Crusades were 
a first example of European ‘unprovoked aggression’: 

History has shown . . . that there are two kinds of nationalism. One 
is sheer intolerance, a narrow emotionalism, the desire for domination, 
superiority, and exploitation; in this category we find all European 
nationalisms ever since the European nations were formed and until 
this day. The other is ‘humanist nationalism’, which respects the con- 
cepts of right and of justice, which believes in man and in the good, 
and is charged with a mission to other nations. . . . 

And so it is with the Arab nation, formed by clearly humanist 
ideals. . . .2 

Leaving aside the initial Arab or Muslim advance across North 
Africa and conquest of Spain, what followed that had significance 
for the political relations of Muslim and Christian in Western 
Europe itself ? Philip Hitti’s monumental History of the Arabs is 
uncharacteristically reticent, except for one passing reference ; 3 but 
we find greater explicitness in the outstanding historian of the 
Crusades which our generation has seen: 

The western Christian . . . was uneasily aware that in most respects 
Moslem civilization was higher than his own. Moslem power domin- 
ated the western Mediterranean from Catalonia to Tunis. Moslem 
pirates preyed upon his shipping. Rome had been sacked by the 
Moslems [in a.d. 864]. They had built robber castles in Italy and in 
Provence. From their strongholds in Spain it seemed that they might 
again emerge to cross the frontiers ana pour over the Pyrenees into 

1 Quoted above, p. 291. 

2 Abdul Latif Sharara, in al-Adab (Beirut), October 1955, reported by Nissim 

Rejwan, ‘Arab Nationalism in Search of an Ideology’, in Walter Z. Laqueur ed. : 
The Middle East in Transition (1958), pp. 160-1. " 3 5th ed., pp. 604-5. 
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France. Western Christendom had no organizations that could have 
met such an attacks 

It was from this historical background that the Normans led the 
Franks to the counter-attack in the course of the eleventh century 
A.D. 

Exit therefore the myth of ‘unprovoked aggression’ committed 
by the Crusaders. It belongs to the same class of contemporary 
Arab myth-making as the Egyptian assertion to Israel since 1955: 
‘We are still at war with you, but don’t you dare to lay a hand 
on us or we shall run yowling to the U.N.’, or the bland Tunisian 
assumption that they could give all assistance short of war to the 
Algerian rebels without risking the French reprisal against 
Saqiyat Sidi Yusuf in February 1958. The conduct of the Cru- 
saders reflects no great credit on Western civilization, and we must 
freely admit that the Frankish barons and knights were most of 
them hairy barbarians with little sanctification either from the 
Church or from the older civilization of the Mediterranean; but 
the historical episode falls into place in that cycle of the struggle 
for power in the Mediterranean which (as old Herodotus saw) 
went back as far as the Trojan War at least, and of whi~h the 
Arab ‘aggression’ of the seventh century a.d. was the preceding 
episode. It is* useless for either Muslims or Christians today to 
seek a position of moral impregnability in the annals of the past. 
Men of good will on both sides need to acknowledge thehistorical 
facts, and try to do better in the future, and to live more tolerantly 
in the present. 

Earlier in the same essay which I have quoted above, Albert 
Hourani wrote with his usual felicity: 

For the Muslim, Christianity is not wholly other than his own religion. 
Islam rejects Christianity’s own interpretation of itself, but claims to 
be itself the true and perfected Christianity; it denies the Divinity of 
Christ but regards the message of Jesus — the ‘Word of God’ and the 
‘Spirit of God’ as the Koran calls Him — as identical with that of 
Muhammad. The consciousness of Christianity was an essential ele- 
ment in the mind of Muhammad and therefore of all Islam. But to 
the Christian Islam has normally seemed something wholly alien, a 
distortion of the Christian truth if not a denial of it, a decline and not 

1 Sir Steven Runciman: History of the Crusades , i. 88; for details see Henri 
Pirenne: Mahomet et Charlemagne , pp. 135-43. 
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a fulfilment, either an enemy of the faith or at best an imperfect and 
hazardous evangelical preparation.! 

Here, for serious Muslims and serious Christians (excluding the 
secularized epigoni of both faiths), is a much more formidable 
stumbling-block than any debate about the justification of past 
military adventures. And it is not merely the question whether 
Muslims or Christians are better at living up the ethical standards 
of their respective faiths — 'Judge not lest ye be judged’ covers 
that issue. What matters is .that trinitarian Christianity (and 
nothing short of that is properly Christian) is to the Muslim a form 
of polytheism; and to the Christian (whether Catholic, Orthodox 
or conservative Protestant makes no difference) the theology of 
Islam is woefully inadequate. So preoccupied has Islam been with 
the transcendence of God that it has only superficially examined 
the nature of man. 'He is, as the Qur’an says, born with a balanced 
soul, without any inherent weaknesses therein.’ 2 

There is in man an inborn, original tendency towards Right, which 
manifests itself in the civilizing work done by nations in the service of 
humanity. This tension towards Right has been eminently manifest 
in the civilizations that the Arab nation has given to the worlds and 
the mission of Arabs today is the creation of a new Arab civilization 
whose highest principle shall be Right. The practice of this principle 
is respect for man; and the new Arab civilization, if it is true to its 
aim, will reverence man as the most precious being in the universe, 
for whose sake all else is sacrificed and to whose service all nature is 
enslaved. . . . 

The Right, a craving for which is the driving force of the move- 
ment [Arab nationalism], is but a part of the abstract and absolute 
Right which moves the whole universe. In the march of history the 
dominant tendency is towards Right; the divided nations struggle to 
become united, subject nations to free themselves, societies to enlarge 
and consolidate civil liberties, and economic systems also develop in 
the direction of justice.* 

In this attempt at an Arab nationalist ideology, the bastard 

1 Loc. cit., p. 31. 

2 Dr. Saiyid Abdul Latif, quoted by Dwight M. Donaldson: Studies in Muslim 
Ethics (1953), p. 255; and see the quotation from Dr. Nabih Paris, above, p. 270. 

3 For the tendency to claim the whole of the ancient civilization of the 
Middle East for 'the illustrious Arab nation*, see Sylvia G. Haim, ‘Islam and the 
Theory of Arab Nationalism*, in Walter Z. Laqueur, ed.: The Middle East in 
Transition , p, 281. 

4 Sa’adun Hammadi of Wisconsin University, as reported by Nissim Rejwan, 
‘Arab Nationalism in Search of an Ideology’; Laqueur, op. cit., pp. 151-3. 
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offspring of the misalliance of Muslim transcendence with Western 
‘liberal humanism’, all apprehension of the pervasiveness of sin, 
of the need for an Atonement, for a personal Redeemer, is lost: 
instead, the Word was made Book and dwelt among us. It is not 
surprising that the over-simplified low-temperature cult of Sunni 
Islam should have attracted the occasional Western escapist (such 
as H. St. J. B. Philby) from the Christian confrontation of the 
duality of his own nature; but to anyone who has apprehended, 
however imperfectly, the truth of the Catholic Faith, Islam can 
only be ‘a decline and not a fulfilment’ — in charity be this said, 
since there is no doubt that a devout Muslim stands nearer to God 
than a Christian serving God and Mammon, such as a student of 
international affairs is too often tempted to be. 

There are two reasons why the drive-for-power of this neo- 
Muslim Arab nationalism has only very recently been identified 
in the West. First, that it has been partly inspired by Western 
liberal humanism’, as the above quotations show, so that its 
militant character has only just begun to emerge. The second 
reason is the uncritical attitude towards Islam of many Protestant 
educators and missionaries from the West. As a penetrating 
commentator has recently observed, during the past half-century 
these good people, by a species of subconscious deception, have 
presented (particularly in the United States) ‘a picture of Islam 
as a strictly Unitarian, democratic, and egalitarian form of Pro- 
testantism’. 1 They have done so partly because their own Pro- 
testantism has become so diluted with liberal humanism’ as now 
to constitute no more than a bland, uncritical benevolence and 
wishful thinking; and also because they have failed to win con- 
verts from Islam or, indeed, to make any serious inroads upon the 
main bodies of Orthodox and Catholic Christians in the Middle 
East. 2 Yet the educators and missionaries have to justify them- 
selves at home, if contributions are to continue to flow into their 
benevolent enterprises. So they have fallen back in subconscious 
self-defence upon this pan-Unitarian fiction, this lo west-common- 
denominator of Inspirational’ wishful thinking; and the American 

1 Elie Kedourie: ‘Western Illusions about the Middle East’, Commentary 
(1958), p. 16. 

4 ‘Having seen only the Oriental type of Christianity, they [Muslims] despise 
its immorality and idolatry and protest against the creature worship and image 
worship of both the Greek and Latin Churches. . . . The nominal Christians 
of Syria are proud, ignorant and self-sufficient’ (Henry Harris Jessup, D.D.: 
Fifty-Three Years in Syria (1910), pp. 85, 133). 
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University of Beirut, that supreme achievement of Protestant 
benevolence in the Arab world, has been allowed to become a 
hotbed, not of Communism (as superficial critics have alleged), 
but of the militant Arab nationalism now degenerating into neo- 
Muslim imperialism 1 and encouraged by the U.S.S.R. for its own 
pan-subversive ends. 

x The arrest in Amman in August 1958 of two young graduates of the 
University (both nominally Christian, and one a girl), on charges of planting 
explosives in a public building with intent to overturn the Jordanian Govern- 
ment, is evidence of what was known to every Westerner connected with the 
University and not blinded by wishful thinking. I had seen the Muslim in 
charge of the athletics department progress from giving instruction in archery 
to instruction in small arms. Among his students in 1956-7 were Cypriot 
supporters of EOKA. 
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The ‘ Broken Promises’ of the First World War 


T he wry joke that during the First World War Palestine 
became the ‘twice-promised Land’ is, or was, familiar to 
people concerned with the modern Middle East; and at a 
deeper level the tangle of obligations created between 1915 and 
1917 by the Husain-McMahon Correspondence, the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement, and the Balfour Declaration is a common-place for 
students of the region. 1 Nevertheless, it came as a shock to me, 
shortly after arriving in New England in autumn 1957, to find 
how responsible American writers and public speakers would 
speak unqualifiedly of the British ‘broken promises’ and ‘betrayals’ 
of the Arabs. 2 Attempts to elucidate revealed that American 
editors were not interested in a closer examination, regarding the 
matter either as a chose jugee , or as too controversial for some of 
their readers, or as a mere juggling with semantics — ‘When is a 
promise not a promise?’ That is the justification for raising the 
question here. 

The historical work from which most English-speaking 
students get their first introduction to the issue is still George 
Antonius’s The Arab Awakening . It is worth reminding ourselves, 
therefore, that that moderate presentation of the Arab case did 
not itself assert that the British Government had made a ‘promise’ 
to the Arabs in the Husain-McMahon Correspondence of 1915- 
1916. And with good reason, for Antonius knew that the 
Correspondence had ended inconclusively, and the Arab Revolt 
had begun in June 1916, without a signed agreement with the 
British precisely because the Sharif Husain of Mecca had evaded 3 

1 See briefly above, pp. 124-30. 

2 E.g., New York Times Book Review > 8 December 1957, pp. 42 and 43; 
letter from the President of the American Friends of the Middle East, New 
York Times , 13 February 1958, p. 28. 

3 ‘We shall deem it our duty, at the earliest opportunity after the conclusion 
of the war, to claim from you Beirut and its coastal regions which we will over- 
look for the moment on account of France. . . . Any concession designed to give 
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the British Government’s caveat that they could, not disregard 
their ally France’s long-standing interest in the coastal region of 
Lebanon and Syria. Antonius, in fact, was generally content to 
use such less emphatic words as ‘pledge’, ‘compact’, and ‘bargain’ 
when referring to the British negotiations with Husain; and it was 
only when he described Husain, shortly before his death in exile, 
as speaking of ‘the promises made to him’ that that more 
categorical word was employed. 1 

Similarly, the former Netherlands Consul and explorer in 
Arabia, D. van der Meulen, in his recent distinguished book The 
Wells of Ibn Sa’ud (1957), describes the exiled Husain as speaking 
of ‘the faithless British whose unfulfilled promises he considered 
to be the cause of all his ills’; and he uses the word ‘promise’ 
pretty freely in more general contexts, but usually when reflecting 
the views of his own former teacher, the distinguished Dutch 
Arabist Snouck Hurgronje, who as a convert to Islam could 
hardly be regarded as an objective commentator on this tangle 
back in the nineteen-twenties. 2 

‘Ah yes,’ say my students, wary for imperialist juggling with 
words, ‘we will concede for the sake of argument that the 
Husain-McMahon Correspondence stopped short of an agree- 
ment. But what about the secrecy of the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
which constituted a “betrayal” of the Arabs, and what about all 
the assurances that Colonel Lawrence no doubt gave verbally to 
the Arabs after the Revolt had begun? Surely these amounted 
to a “promise” in Arab eyes, even though Lawrence was giving 
them without authorization from his Government.’ But here we 
encounter the remarkable fact that when the Amir Faisal came 
to London and Paris in 1919, to negotiate with the British and 
French on behalf of his father Husain, the ample official British 
documentation 3 of his discussions with the British does not show 
that he ever founded his argument upon any assurances received 
from Lawrence. Instead, when meeting Lloyd George, Curzon 
and others at No. 10 Downing Street on 19 September 1919, he 
asserted that in 1915 the British Government had made a ‘treaty’, 

France or any other Power possession of a single square foot of territory in 
those parts is quite out of the question* (1 January 1916). Text in Antonius. 
op. cit, pp. 413-27, and (official publication) Cmd. 5957 (1939). 

1 Op. cit., ch. xiii, and contrast p. 183. 

2 Van der Meulen: The Wells of Ibn Sa'ud \ pp. 73-4, 81, 87, and 95. 

8 E. L. Woodward and R. Butler: Documents on British Foreign Policy 1919- 
1939 , series I, vol. 4. 
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a ‘definite- agreement’ with Husain; 1 and he handed to the 
Foreign Office a document which he had received from his 
father, purporting to be the text of this treaty. 2 When he met the 
British statesmen again on 23 September, however, Curzon 
remarked that the Foreign Office had shown this document to 
McMahon, who had commented: ‘I have read the alleged treaty 
with amazement; it bears no resemblance to any original docu- 
ment.’ It was, in fact, almost identical with an enclosure in a 
letter which McMahon had received from Husain in August 1918, 
which was Husains own version of various exchanges between 
himself and the British; the document ‘represented what the 
Arabs had been pressing, and not what H.M. Government had 
accepted’. ‘There had never’, Curzon continued, ‘been any signed 
agreement between H.M. Government and King Husain’; 3 and 
Faisal’s repeated subsequent attempts to obtain an elucidation from 
his father by telegraph produced nothing better than confused 
answers coupled with a threat to abdicate ‘and the country will 
be left in anarchy’ 4 

The historical pattern of Husain’s behaviour has now been 
systematically set out by Professor C. Ernest Dawn, of the Uni- 
versity of Illinois, in an article entitled ‘The Amir of Mecca 
al-Husayn ibn-‘Ali and the Origin of the Arab Revolt’, 5 to which 
the reader should refer for fuller documentation. Professor 
Dawn sums up the Husain-McMahon Correspondence with the 
remark that its outcome — Husain’s offer to ‘overlook’ the French 
territorial claims until ‘after the conclusion of the war’ — was not 
entirely satisfactory in achieving acceptance of Arab territorial 
demands. 

Even in January, 1916, apparently, Husayn had not decided definitely 
upon a course of action. . . . Husayn was not entirely satisfied with the 
British reply, and the situation in Syria was not favourable to an Arab 
rising. It was decided, therefore, to have Faysal return to Syria in order 
to allay Turkish suspicions. . . . 

While Husayn was arriving at a definite understanding with the 
British government [for the supply of money and war materials to 
make an Arab revolt possible], he was also carrying out negotiations 

1 Ibid., No. 283, pp. 399, 404. 

2 Ibid., No. 293, appendix, pp. 418-19. 

3 Ibid., No. 293, pp. 414-15. 

4 Ibid., Nos. 289, 290, 291, 297, 301, 303, 304, 317, 332. 

6 Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society , 104 (1960). 
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with Turkish authorities. The Ottoman government undertook to 
send money and arms . . . and by the beginning of April [1916] the 
Turks had sent some fifty or sixty thousand Turkish pounds in gold to 
Husayn. Faysal, in the meantime . . . had been suggesting that ... the 
[Ottoman] government should recall the Vali [governor] of the Hijaz 
and assign his powers and duties to Husayn. . . . 

Husayn rose against his government only when that government 
refused, in the spring of 1916, to guarantee his Amirate in the 
Hijaz. 1 

It was at this very time that the British and French Govern- 
ments, in view of the exchanges in the Husain-McMahon Cor- 
respondence, 2 3 were seeking to harmonize their respective long- 
standing ambitions in the Levant, in the negotiations that resulted 
in the ‘notorious' Sykes-Picot Agreement. When these negotia- 
tions were approaching agreement, the British Foreign Secretary, 
in correspondence with the French Ambassador to London in 
May 1916, made the proviso ‘that the co-operation of the Arabs 
is secured and that the Arabs . . . obtain the towns of Homs, 
Hama, Damascus, and Aleppo V 9 he was thus seeking to keep the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement as consistent as possible with what his 
government had pledged in the Husain-McMahon Correspond- 
ence. While Britain had her inescapable commitments to her 
French ally, and Husain and Faisal were still negotiating with the 
Ottoman Government, it is hard to see how the British part in 
the Sykes-Picot Agreement (embarrassing as its consequences 
were to be in the post-war settlement) can be accurately des- 
cribed as ‘perfidy’ ; yet this is the uncompromising word used in 
a new textbook designed for ‘the beginning college student or 
general reader’. 4 * 

Though the Sykes-Picot Agreement was naturally a ‘secret 
treaty’ in that it was not published for the edification of the Ger- 
man and Ottoman enemy, Professor Dawn seems to accept the 
evidence adduced by Kedourie that the British and French 
informed Husain ‘of at least the general terms of the Sykes-Picot 

1 Ibid., pp. 24-5, 28. 

2 Antemius’ assertion (op. cit., p, 244) that ‘the Foreign Office chose to with- 
hold from the French the terms, and perhaps even the fact, of the compact [sic] 
made with the Sharif’ has been refuted in the French sources by Elie Kedourie: 
England and the Middle East , 1914-1921 , p. 35. 

3 Woodward and Butler, op. cit., no. 6, p. 245. 

4 Sydney Nettleton Fisher: The Middle East , a History (New York, 1959), 

p. 370, and cf. the Preface, p. v. 
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Agreement’ 1 before its publication, by the Bolsheviks. It was 
probably because of this that Husain felt free, as late as the early 
summer of 1918, to propose negotiations with the Ottoman 
authorities, to which the German Ambassador in Constantinople 
was to be a party. 2 That this tortuousness of the principal Arab 
negotiator should have its counterpart in the tortuousness of those 
Anglo-French statements in the latter part of the war that were 
painstakingly rehearsed by Antonius may offend political moral- 
ists; but it should enable the historian to dispense with making 
one-sided moral judgements in this complicated issue. The col- 
lection of Documents on British Foreign Policy shows us the British 
statesmen exerting themselves during 1919 to find some com- 
promise between the provisional Arab government in Damascus 
and the impatient French. 3 On the one occasion in which they 
show us Faisal and French and British officials together, it is 
Faisal who was difficult and the French who were accommodating ; 4 
and though the French were determined to exact the last ounce 
of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, their final expulsion of Faisal and 
his government from Syria was largely provoked by the reckless 
intransigence of the Arab nationalists who rejected Faisal’s coun- 
sels of moderation. 5 

Palestine — destined to become the permanent trauma in the 
Arabs’ political psyche — had not been explicitly mentioned by 
either party in the Husain-McMahon Correspondence, and even 
the question of an implicit reference to it therein has given rise 
to diametrically opposed interpretations on the Arab and British 
sides. While McMahon, or his principals in London, may well 
be blamed for not having been more explicit in this connexion, 
it is hard to believe that the British, who were making an excep- 
tion of the Lebanese-Syrian littoral as not being ‘purely Arab’, 


1 Dawn, op. cit., p. 31 ; cf. Kedourie, op. cit., pp. 37-40, 97-8. Kedouriehas been 
at some pains to disguise the fact that the Sykes-Picot delineation of British and 
French zones of influence over the Syrian hinterland was an innovation in no 
way foreshadowed in the Husain-McMahon Correspondence. 

2 See Dawn, op. cit., p. 30. 

3 Albert Hourani, with his sober detachment, has commented on the common 
British ‘refusal to believe that the compromise which Great Britain is always 
willing to suggest should seem to both sides like a betrayal 5 (‘British Policy in 
the Fertile Crescent, Past and Future 5 , United Empire> XLI (1950), 213). 

4 ‘But for their tact and good sense tonight’s meeting might have been a 
failure’, reported the British official: Woodward and Butler, op. cit., No. 315 
(11 October 1919). 

5 See Antonius, op. cit., pp. 303-9. 
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did not intend a fortiori to make an exception for the international 
interests in the Christian Holy Places, as well as for that growing 
Jewish community which, already before 1914, amounted to 
nearly 10 per cent, of the country’s population. It has even been 
stated, on the authority of Sir Gilbert Clayton, who was generally 
considered unsympathetic to Zionism, that ‘the excision of Pales- 
tine from the area of promised independence [to the Arabs] had 
been asserted orally to King Husain, who fully understood that 
this was a part of British policy’. 1 It is arguable that the under- 
taking to favour the establishment of a Jewish national home in 
Palestine wilfully ignored or belittled the certain Arab reaction 
and therefore irreparably damaged Britain’s wider interests in 
the region; but it does not follow that it involved a breach of 
‘promise’ to the Arabs. 

It is time, therefore, that this phrase also were relegated to the 
realm of historical mythology where it properly belongs, together 
with the more recent assertion that the United States offer to 
help finance the High Dam, although it had lain on the table for 
seven months awaiting ’Abd un-Nasir’s pleasure, had become a 
promise’ which was ‘broken’ when Mr. Dulles withdrew the 
offer in July 1956 2 — or with the Iranian Government’s assertion 
in 1950 that the U.S. Government had ‘promised’ to satisfy their 
request for $250,000,000. 3 Clearly, there is a semantic double- 
standard between Middle Eastern nationalists and Western 
governments. When Western obligations to themselves are con- 
cerned, the nationalists insist not merely that pacta sunt servanda , 
but that ojferta sunt servanda ; but when their own obligations to 
the West, however formally ratified, are in question, then we 
may expect the opposite, never generally acknowledged principle 
of rebus sic stantibus to be trotted out. Does this double standard 
arise, as our liberal critics suggest, from the sense of Middle 
Eastern physical inferiority and its accompanying frustrations? 


1 Christopher Sykes (son of Sir Mark Sykes): Two Studies in Virtue (1953), 
appendix B, p. 247. 

2 It is characteristic that two young American liberals, having spoken correctly 
of the ‘Western offer* to finance the Dam, should comment: *an American 
promise about arms or a dam was not necessarily a promise when it was made 
to an Arab* (Richard H. Nolte and William R. Polk: ‘Toward a Policy for the 
Middle East’, Foreign Affairs , 36 (July 1958), pp. 655-6). 

s Ambassador Henry Grady, in Saturday Evening Post f 5 January 1952, 
p. 57. 
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Or does it have a deeper derivation in the time-honoured concept 
of a double standard as between the Islamic world ( Dar ul-Islam ) 
and the outer darkness of the unbelievers ( Dar ul-harb)? 1 


1 ‘Upon this division the medieval Muslim world ‘set up its view of inter- 
national relations’ (Dr. John S. Badeau: ‘The Middle. East, Conflict in Priori- 
ties’, Foreign Affairs , 36 (1958), 233. 



APPENDIX III 


The Proposals for a Palestine Legislature, 1922-3 

T his appendix had its origins in an intention to examine in 
some detail the information concerning the proposal which 
the British Government put forward in 193 5 to establish a 
Legislative Council for Palestine. This proposal, as is well known 
to students of the modem Middle East, was abandoned after 
debates in both British Houses of Parliament had reflected the 
refusal of the Zionist organization to take part in any representa- 
tive institution in Palestine which accorded them less than 50 per 
cent, representation 1 — this although the numbers of the Jewish 
community in Palestine at that time amounted to only 27 per cent, 
of the total population. 

This ‘great Jewish victory’, as the Zionist press in Palestine 
proclaimed it, played an important part, along with other con- 
temporary factors, 2 in further exacerbating the politically minded 
Palestine Arabs and so bringing on the Arab general strike and 
rebellion of 1936-39 and — on the eve of the Second World War 
— the sharp change in British policy embodied in the White 
Paper of May 1939. The abandoning of the Legislature proposal 
was thus a significant link in the chain of circumstances that led 
to the Arab ‘disaster’ of 1948 and the present frustrations that 
have ensued from it. 

However, while the Zionists’ success at Westminster in stifling 
the project of 1935 was remarkable, their opposition to the pro- 
posal for establishing a Legislative Council on a proportional 
basis had been made known to responsible British quarters as 
early as 1930; 3 and the present inquiry was accordingly directed 

1 See Chaim Weizmann: Trial and Error (New York, 1949), p. 381. 

2 For which see Great Britain, Colonial Office: Palestine Royal Commission 
Report (1937), Cmd, 5479, p. 92. 

3 Did Weizmann (as he states, op. cit., p. 380) really treat the High Commis- 
sioner to such cliches as that ‘a legislative council in Palestine would be merely 
... a continuation in power of the family cliques which had held the country 
in their thrall for centuries and ground down the faces of the poor’? See also 
Lt-Col. F. H. Kisch: Palestine Diary (London, 1938), p. 350, and Israel Cohen: 
The Zionist Movement (New York, 1946), p. 212. 
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back to the Palestine Arabs’ opposition to the original project -of 
a Legislative Council for Palestine which was made when 
Winston Churchill was Colonial Secretary in the Lloyd George 
coalition cabinet, in 1922. At that time a Palestine Arab delega- 
tion had been sent to London by the Palestine Muslim-Christian 
Association (al-Jamiya al-Islamiya al-Masihtya ) to protest against 
the embodiment of the Balfour Declaration and other clauses 
favourable to the Zionists in the Mandate which was about to 
receive the formal approval of the League of Nations. After the 
clashes between Arabs and Jews in 1920 and 1921 the British 
Government was in a mood to seek a compromise between the 
claims of the two communities, and the Colonial Office accord- 
ingly produced both the ‘Churchill’ White Paper of 1922 (which 
affirmed that the Arab people, culture, and language were not to 
disappear from Palestine) and a draft Order in Council providing 
for a Legislative Council whose elected members should be 
approximately proportional to the size of the communities (eight 
Muslims, two Christians, two Jews) but should be counter- 
balanced by the presence of ten official members and by the 
official chairman’s casting vote. The Zionist representative 
council (Vaad Leurni) was with some difficulty persuaded by the 
chairman of the Zionist executive, a British Jew, to take part in 
the elections to the new Council; 1 but meanwhile the presi- 
dent of the Arab delegation to London — Musa Kazim Pasha 
al-Husaini, head of the powerful Husaini clan of Jerusalem, who 
had declared that the Muslim-Christian Association represented 
‘the whole of the Muslim and Christian inhabitants of Palestine’ — 
had repeatedly insisted that they would be satisfied with nothing 
less than the immediate establishment of a representative and 
constitutional national government {hukuma wataniya dustiirtya 
niyabiya) with full control over the critical issue of immigration. 2 
He told the Cairo newspaper al-Muqattam that the presence of 
official members in the Council and the powers of veto and 

1 See Kisch, op. cit., p. 32 (diary entry of 14 February 1923). 

2 Great Britain, Colonial Office: Palestine: Correspondence with the Palestine 
Arab Delegation, &c., Cmd. 1700 (1922), pp. 22, 25, 27: The representation of 
the Arab and Jewish communities was to be in proportion to their numbers ‘as 
they existed before the application of the Zionist policy’ , according to the general 
secretary of the executive committee of the Palestine Arab Congress, Jamal 
al-Husaini (letter of 6 October 1924 to the League of Nations Permanent Man- 
dates Commission: Minutes of the 5th Session (. Extraordinary ), 1924, p. 173; 
italics not in the original). 
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certification reserved to the High Commissioner were unaccept- 
able; and his last word to the Colonial Office before leaving 
London was that ‘it is not to be expected that the Arabs would 
bow to such a great injustice’ as the policy of favouring a Jewish 
national home ‘or that the Zionists would so easily succeed in 
realizing their dreams’. 1 

The Palestine Arab Congress accordingly commanded a boy- 
cott of the elections for the Legislative Council; and though 
senior officials of the Palestine Government were at pains to urge 
the Arab electors not to forgo this opportunity to elect their 
representatives, the fact that the High Commissioner and the 
Attorney General (Sir Herbert Samuel and Mr. Norman Bent- 
wich) were both Jews, and the Chief Secretary (Sir Wyndham 
Deedes) a man of warm and unconcealed Zionist sympathies, 2 
was not conducive to breaking the Arab boycott. The election 
was to be in two stages, a procedure introduced into Palestine 
by the Ottoman Constitution of 1908; but in spite of the pro- 
longing of the period originally allowed for electing the secondary 
electors, fewer than one-sixth of the Muslim places in the electoral 
college were filled; and fewer than one-third of the Christian 
places. To this extent had the boycott campaign been successful, 
in spite of the High Commissioner’s subsequent assurance to the 
League of Nations Permanent Mandates Commission that the 
Arab Congress had lost much of its representative character and 
authority recently, and that many, perhaps most, of the leading 
families other than the Husainis had dissociated themselves from 
its Executive. 3 It had been the British Government’s intention, 
stated the High Commissioner, that, had the Legislative Council 
Worked satisfactorily, the next stage, ‘after a lapse of perhaps some 
years, would have been a constitution on more democratic lines’; 
but as the Palestine Government had ‘exercised no pressure in 
persuading the people to take part in the elections’, 4 the people — 
accustomed to the more positive Ottoman methods of suasion — 
naturally assumed that the liberty allowed to the propagandists 
for the boycott implied that the Government were not opposed 

1 Cmd. 1700, p. 28, and Oriente Modemo, II (1922—3), pp. 226-7. 

2 These three officials had together appealed in vain to the members of the 
Arab executive committee in nationalist Nablus, according to Oriente Modemo . 
ii 597, 

3 League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Commission: Minutes of the 5 th 
Session (Extraordinary) , 1924, pp, 67r8. 

4 Ibid,, p. 55. 
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to it and were not sincere in their desire to carry through the 
elections. 1 

The High Commissioner thereupon fell back on his nominated 
Advisory Council, which had already existed before the publica- 
tion of the plan for the Legislative Council, and proposed to 
reorganize it and make its membership drawn from the various 
communities conform with the pattern proposed for the Legisla- 
tive Council. He accordingly invited ‘ten of the ablest Arabs in 
the country, well known to be representatives of Arab opinion’, 
to sit on the Advisory Council. All with the exception of Musa 
Kazim Pasha accepted and, after an ‘excellent’ substitute for him 
had been found, the acceptance in writing of all ten was obtained. 
When their names were published, however, they were subjected 
to great pressure by means of telegrams and deputations to their 
houses, with the result (in spite of a Government statement that 
their acceptance of nomination did not involve acceptance of the 
Mandate constitution 2 ) that seven of them were intimidated and 
withdrew their names; and the High Commissioner, unwilling 
to fill their places with less deserving persons, allowed the plan 
to lapse. 3 * * * * 8 

The British Government then (October 1923 ) fell back on an 
offer to set up an Arab Agency with a position ‘exactly analogous’ 
to that accorded to the Jewish Agency under Article 4. of the 
Mandate and with an express right to give its views on the crucial 
question of Jewish immigration. The High Commissioner, on 
the instructions of the Colonial Secretary, informed an invited 
assembly of Arab notables that he would take pains to ensure, by 
means of consultations, that the proposed Arab Agency should 


1 See Kisch, op. cit., pp. 35 and 46-7, diary entries of 26 February and 
3 April 1923. 

2 M. F. Abcarius: Palestine Through the Fog of Propaganda (London, [1946], 
p. 81) advanced, as one of the Arabs’ reasons for rejecting the Legislative Council 

offer, that ‘their presence on the Council would have effectively stopped them 

from criticizing a law in the passing of which they had taken part’. This mis- 

conception of the powers and privileges of an Opposition under a liberal consti- 
tution was no doubt due to their greater familiarity with despotic Ottoman 
methods. The difficulties experienced by the Turkish Republic to this day in 

creating and maintaining a parliamentary two-party system of the Anglo- 
American type are well-known; and the legislatures in the Arab States since 

their achievement of independence have, generally speaking, been characterized 
by irresponsibility in Opposition and intolerance of criticism on the part of the 
governing groups. 

8 League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Commission, op. cit., p. 56; 
Great Britain, Colonial No. 15 (1925), p. 46. 

22 
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be fully representative; but, he continued, the offer should be 
accepted as a settlement on the points which had been in contro- 
versy, at all events until some fully representative council was 
established. Otherwise, the British Government would not be 
prepared to proceed with the proposal. He added that ‘those who 
anticipate a further declaration in any different sense are mis- 
leading themselves and would mislead any others who accept 
such assurances’. 1 

This warning was afterwards paraphrased 2 in terms which 
seem to heighten its restrictive character; but the High Com- 
missioner’s probable intention was to deflate some passages in 
the report of a second Arab delegation led by Musa Kazim Pasha 
which had returned from London one month earlier. This report 
had asserted that ‘the great majority of the government party in 
the British Parliament 3 4 * 6 * has recognized the necessity of solving the 
Palestine question by establishing a national, constitutional, and 
representative government’, and concluded with the peroration: 
‘O young and rightly-guided nation who, since you have risen 
to defend your existence and claim your freedom and independ- 
ence, have been the object of the admiration of all nations, per- 
severe in your struggle and seek refuge in patience, constancy, 
and unity. The hour of victory is near, and God is with us’.* 
When the assembled Arab notables had had time to consider 
the High Commissioner’s proposal, Musa Kazim Pasha as their 
spokesman returned a negative answer: the offer of an Arab 
Agency would not satisfy the aspirations of the Arab people, and 
they had no desire for such an Agency on the same basis as the 
Jewish Agency whose status they had never recognized. 8 In a 
subsequent letter to the High Commissioner 8 the same spokesman 
wrote that: 

the Arab owners of the country cannot see their way to accept a pro- 
posal which tends to place them on an equal footing with the alien 

1 Great Britain, Colonial Office: Palestine , Proposed Formation of an Arab 
Agency , Cmd. 1989 (1923), pp. 6, 9, 10. 

2 By Nevill Barbour: Nisi Dominus (London, 1944), p. 111. 

3 The Conservatives were now in power as a result of the break-up of the 
Lloyd George Coalition in November 1922. 

4 Oriente Moderno, iii (1923), p. 358, quoting the Palestine Arab newspaper 
Filastin of 9 October 1923. 

fi Cmd. 1989, pp. 10-11. 

6 29 November 1923; text in League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Com- 

mission, op. cit., pp. 173-4. 
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Jews. In addition, the name of Arab Agency would make them feel 
that they are strangers in their own country. 

He added that the High Commissioner’s warning to the notables 
had 

made a very bad impression. . . . The legitimate hopes of a people in 
securing its rights deserve more respect than that. . . . The hopes [of 
a change of policy in London] are based upon their strong confidence 
in their express rights. 

So the opportunity of securing a Legislative Council on a pro- 
portional basis was lost by the Arabs, and was not to be regained 
twelve years later on account of the increased strength and inter- 
national influence of the Zionists, and the access of world sym- 
pathy which the incipient Nazi persecution had brought them. 

In summing up, it is necessary always for Western students of 
the Middle East to recall in self-criticism the extent of the shock 
inflicted upon the Arabs of a generation ago by the carrying for- 
ward of the Balfour Declaration into the Palestine mandate and 
by the overthrow of the Amir Faisal’s government in Damascus 
— this last the work of French arms, but with British connivance. 
In Iraq, ( where the shock of these two events was substantially less, 
it is nevertheless on record that the British High Commissioner 
had in June 1924 to present an ultimatum in order to overcome 
the negative opposition to the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty which was in 
the event to launch that country on the road to its sovereign 
independence. 1 In Palestine the initial loading of the civil 
administration with Jews and Zionist sympathizers made it all 
the harder for Arab ‘moderates’, such as the Nashashibi family of 
Jerusalem, 2 to advocate a policy of experimental co-operation 
with the Government 3 as an alternative to the Husainis’ doctrine 
of negation: it was all too easy for the latter to represent the 
moderates as collaborators with the Zionists and acceptors of the 
Balfour Declaration. The intransigents justified their attitude, 
then and since, by reference to the denial of their ‘right’ of self- 
determination. Thus the British Government’s policy of favour- 
ing a Jewish national home undoubtedly was, as Balfour frankly 

1 See S. H. Longrigg: Iraq, 1900-1950 (London, 1953), pp. 150-1. 

2 See Sir Ronald Storrs: Orientations (definitive ed., London, 1943), pp. 333-4, 
401-2. 

3 See Oriente Moderno , iii, 358-9, for the programme of the Hizb al-Watani, 
which however never became an effective opposition to the Husainis. 
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admitted; 1 but at the same time it is difficult not to see in the 
attitude adopted by the Palestine Arab leaders something of the 
frustration of the adolescent who finds that he cannot free his 
wrists from the galling grip of the school bully. Arab nationalist 
hopes had been raised, and aspirations heightened, since the 
beginning of the century; but all that war and revolution had 
changed was the identity of the bully— from the reactionary 
regime of Abdul Hamid to the nationalism of the ‘Young Turks’, 
and from them to the self-will and supposed self-interest of 
London, Paris, and Pan-Zionism. Underlying the Arab nation- 
alists’ complaint of the denial of their ‘natural rights’ was the 
awareness of their lack of power to throw off the alien incubus. 
They therefore resorted to the negative attitude 2 which is the 
refuge of the impotent and the frustrated — but it is a refuge which, 
if over-indulged in, becomes successively a prison, a ‘little-ease’, 
and a grave. 

That this has been the fate of the Palestine Arab political leader- 
ship during the past thirty years is patent — and though the counter- 
charges of Zionist ruthlessness and Anglo-American complicity 
and irresolution provide some explanation of the Arab defeat, 
they cannot excuse the chronic negation on the part of the 
leadership’ which was most signally demonstrated in the boycott 
of the United Nations Committee in 1947. That committee was 
by no means wholly committed to the Zionist thesis, and a more 
positive attitude on the part of the Palestine Arabs 3 might well have 
produced recommendations more favourable to them than those 
which, when adopted by the United Nations General Assembly, 
were unanimously rejected by Arab opinion in November 1947. 
It is ironical that the Arabs have now come round to asserting that 
the Western Powers should compel the Zionists to withdraw to 
the frontiers proposed in these very recommendations against 
which the Arabs took up arms eight years ago — a claim as un- 

1 See Great Britain, Foreign Office: Documents on British Foreign Policy , 
1919-1939, 1st series, vol. iv, p. 345, memo, of 11 August 1919. 

2 To what extent, if any, this negative attitude was encouraged by that 
minority of senior British officials of the Palestine Government who did not 
conceal their disapproval of the policy of establishing a Jewish national home, 
is an unanswered question. For the attitude of this minority of officials, see 
Ernest Richmond: ‘British Policy in Palestine and the Mandate’, The Near East , 
xxvii (1925), and H. St. J. B. Philby; ‘Palestine and Lord Balfour’, Nineteenth 
Century and After , xcvii (1925). 

8 Which the High Commissioner, General Sir Alan Cunningham, begged 
them in vain to adopt. 
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realistic in the context of 1955 as Musa Kazim Pasha’s claim in 
1923 that the British Government should ‘cancel the Balfour 
Declaration and absolve itself therefrom’. 1 The moving finger 
writes . . .; and whether what it writes is just or unjust, moral or 
immoral, it cannot simply be ‘cancelled’ as the Palestine Arab 
leaders wished in 1923 to ‘cancel the Balfour Declaration’ and 
today would like to ‘cancel’ their defeat in 1948. If the plight of 
the Palestine Arab refugees is ever to be relieved, it cannot be 
through a negative attitude of this kind, but only through a 
leadership which has the discernment (and the independence of a 
protesting Press and ‘street’) to seize the fleeting opportunity. 
Once you have ‘missed the bus’, it needs an athlete to overtake it, 
and politicians (least of all, Arab politicians) rarely have the 
stamina of athletes. 

Summer, 1955 

1 League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Commission, op. cit., p. 174. 
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